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Elizabeth Ellsworthfinds that critical pedagogy, as represented in her review of the litera-

ture, has developed along a highly abstract and utopian line which does not necessarily sus-

tain the daily workings of the education its supporters advocate. The author maintains that
the discourse of critical pedagogy is based on rationalist assumptions that give rise to repres-

sive myths. Ellsworth argues that ~fthese assumptions, goals, implicit power dynamics,

and issues of who produces valid knowledge remain untheorized and untouched, critical
pedagogues will continue to perpetuate relations of domination in their classrooms.

The authorpaints a complex portrait of the practice of teachingfor liberation. She reflects

on her own role as a White middle-class woman and professor engagedwith a diversegroup

of students developing an antiracist course. Grounded in a cleart~yarticulated political

agenda and her experience as a feminist teacher, Ellsworthprovides a critique of “empower-

ment,” b~tudentvoice,” “dialogue,” and ‘kritical reflection” and raises provocative issues

about the nature of action for social change and knowledge.

In the spring of 1988, the University of Wisconsin-Madison was the focal point

of a community-wide crisis provoked by the increased visibility of racist acts and

structures on campus and within the Madison community. During the preceding

year, the FIJI fraternity had been suspended for portraying racially demeaning

stereotypes at a “Fiji Island party,” including a 15-foot-high cutout of a “Fiji

native,” a dark-skinned caricature with abone through its nose. On December 1,

1987, the Minority Affairs Steering Committee released a report, initiated and re-

searched by students, documenting the university’s failure to address institutional

racism and the experiences ofmarginalization of students of color on campus. The

report called for the appointment of a person of color to the position of vice chan-

cellor of ethnic minority affairs/affirmative action; effective strategies to recruit
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sponsive to our own understandings of our social dentities and ‘ituations.

This art dc concludes by addressing the implica ions of the classroom practices

we constructed ‘a ‘esponse o racis”r in the university’s curr’cu um, pedagogy

ann everyday Ii ‘e. Speci icall’ it challenges educational scholars who situate

hemseives wi hin the field of c ‘Pica] pedagogy to come to grips vith Pc funda-

mental issues this work has naised—esoecially the ques ‘o , What c.iversi y do we

sIlence in the nan e of “liberatory’ pedagogy?

Pedagogy and Po itical Interventions on Carrpus

The nation-wide eruption in 1987—1988 3 ‘racis vJalencc n en’ urunities and o”
campuses, includ’ng the Uni -enmity o Wisconsin-Mad’son, per ade’l the context

in which Curriculun s and Instruct on 607, “Media and Ant’-Racist Pedag gics

was planned an facilitated. The increased visib’li y of racism in Mad son was also
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had documented the extent of their racial harassment and alienation on campus.

Donna Shalala the newly appointed feminis
5
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pie, critical pedagogy supported classroom analysis and rejection of oppression,

injustice, inequality, silencing of marginalized voices, and authoritarian social

structures.
3
Its critique was launched from the position of the “radical” educator

who recognizes and helps students to recognize and name injustice, who em-

powers students to act against their own and others’ oppressions (including oppres-

sive school structures), who criticizes and transforms her or his own understanding

in response to the understandings of students.
4
The goal of critical pedagogy was

a critical democracy, individual freedom, social justice, and social change—a re-

vitalized public sphere characterized by citizens capable of confronting public

issues critically through ongoing forms of public debate and social action.
5
Stu-

dents would be empowered by social identities that affirmed their race, class, and

gender positions, and provided the basis for moral deliberation and social action,
6

The classroom practices of critical educators may in fact engage with actual, his-

torically specific struggles, such as those between students of color and university

administrators, But the overwhelming majority of academic articles appearing in

major educational journals, although apparently based on actual practices, rarely

locate theoretical constructs within them. In my review of the literature I found,

instead, that educational researchers who invoke concepts of critical pedagogy

consistently strip discussions of classroom practices of historical context and poli-

tical position. What remains are the definitions cited above, which operate at a

high level of abstraction, I found this language more appropriate (yet hardly more

helpful) for philosophical debates about the highly problematic concepts of free-

dom, justice, democracy, and “universal” values than for thinking through and

planning classroom practices to support the political agenda of C&I 607,

Given the explicit antiracist agenda of the course, I realized that even naming

C&I 607 raised complex issues, To describe the course as “Media and Critical

Pedagogy,” or “Media, Racism, and Critical Pedagogy,” for example, would be

to hide the politics of the course, making them invisible to the very students I was

trying to attract and work with — namely, students committed or open to working

against racism. I wanted to avoid colluding with many academic writers in the

widespread use of code words such as “critical,” which hide the actual political

agendas I assume such writers share with me—namely, antiracism, antisexism,

anti-elitism, anti-heterosexism, anti-ableism, anticlassism, and anti-neoconservatism,

I say “assume” because, while the literature on critical pedagogy charges the

teacher with helping students to “identify and choose between sufficiently articu-

lated and reasonably distinct moral positions,”
7
it offers only the most abstract,

Some of the more representative writing on this point can he found in Michelle Fine, “Silencing
in the Public Schools,” Language Ants, 64 (1987), 157-174; Henry A. Giroux, “Radical Pedagogy and
the Politics of Student Voice,” Interchange, 17 (1986), 48—69; and Roger Simon, “Empowerment as
a Pedagogy of Possibility,” Language Arts, 64 (1987), 370—382.

See Henry A. Giroux and Peter McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagement:
The Case fOr Democratic Schooling,” Harvard Educational Review, 56 (1986), 2 13—238; and Ira Shor
and Paulo Freire, “What is the ‘Dialogical Method’ of Teaching?” Journal of Education, 169 (1987),
11-31,

Shor and Freire, “What is the ‘Dialogical Method’?” and Henry A, Giroux, “.Literacy and the
Pedagogy of Voice and Political Empowerment,” Educatisnal Theory, 38 (1988), 61—75,

Daniel P. Liston and Kenneth M, Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy and Teacher Education,”Jsurnal
of Education, 169 (1987), 117—137.

Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 120,
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decontextualized criteria for choosing one position over others, criteria such as
“reconstructive action”

8
or “radical democracy and social justice.”

9
To rej.ect the

term “critical pedagogy” and name the course “Media and Anti-Racist Pedagogies”

was to assert that students and faculty at UW-Madison in the spring of 1988 were
faced with ethical dilemmas that called for political action, While a variety of

“moral assessments” and political positions existed about the situation on campus,

this course would attempt to construct a classroom practice that would act on the

sic/c of antiracism. I wanted to be accountable for naming the political agenda be-
hind this particular course’s critical pedagogy.

Thinking through the ways in which our class’s activities could be understood

as political ss’as important, because while the literature states implicitly or explicit-

ly that critical pedagogy is political, there have been no sustained research
attempts to explore whether or how the practices it prescribes actually alter specific

power relations outside on inside schools. Further, when educational researchers

advocating critical pedagogy fail to provide a clear statement of their political

agendas, the effect is to hide the fact that as critical pedagogues, they are in fact
seeking to appropriate public resources (classrooms, school supplies, teacher/pro-

fessor salaries, academic requirements and degrees) to further various “progres-
sive” political agendas that they believe to be for the public good—and therefore

deserving of public resources. But however good the reasons for choosing the stra-

tegy of subverting repressive school structures from within, it has necessitated the

use of code words such as “critical,” “social change,” “revitalized public sphere,”

and a posture of invisibility. As a result, the critical education “movement” has
failed to develop a clear articulation of the need for its existence, its goals, priori-

ties, risks, or potentials. As Liston and Zeichner argue, debate within the critical

education movement itself over what constitutes a radical or critical pedagogy is

sorely needed.’°
By prescribing moral deliberation, engagement in the full range of views pres-

ent, and critical reflection, the literature on critical pedagogy implies that students
and teachers can and should engage each other in the classroom as fully rational

subjects. According toValerie Walkerdine, schools have participated in producing

“self-regulating” individuals by developing in students capacities for engaging in
rational argument. Rational argument has operated in ways that set up as its

opposite an irrational Other, which has been understood historically as the pro-
vince of women and other exotic Others. In schools, rational deliberation, reflec-

tion, and consideration of all viewpoints has become a vehicle for regulating con-

flict and the power to speak, for transforming “conflict into rational argument by

means of universalized capacities for language and reason,’°
1
But students and

professor entered C&J 607 with investments of privilege and struggle already
made in favor of some ethical and political positions concerning racism and

against other positions. The context in which this course was developed high-

Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 127.

Ciroux, “Literacy and the Pedagogy of Voice,” p. 75.
‘° Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 128.
~ Valerie Walkerdine, “On the Regulation of Speaking and Silence: Subjectivity, Class, and Gen-

der in Contemporary Schooling,” in Language, Gender, and 6’hildhood, ed. Carolyn Steedman, Cathy
Urwin, and Valerie Walkerdine (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), p. 205.
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in the dominant culture.’
4
As long as educators define pedagogy against oppres-

sive formations in these ways the role of the critical pedagogue will be to guarantee

that the foundation for classroom interaction is reason. In other wards, the critical

pedagogue is one who enforces the rules of reason in the classroom — “a series of

rules of thought that any ideal rational person might adopt if his/hen purpose was

to achieve propositions of universal validity.”
5
Under these conditions, and given

the coded nature of the political agenda of critical pedagogy, only one “political”

gesture appears to be available to the critical pedagogue. S/he can ensure that stu-

dents are given the chance to arrive logically at the “universally valid proposition”

underlying the discourse of critical pedagogy — namely, that all people have a right

to freedom from oppression guaranteed by the democratic social contract, and that

in the classroom, this proposition be given equal time vis-à-vis other “sufficiently

articulated and reasonably distinct moral positions.”
6

Yet educators who have constructed classroom practices dependent upon analy-

tic critical judgment can no longer regard the enforcement of rationalism as a self-

evident political act against relations of domination. Literary criticism, cultural

studies, post-stnuctuaalism, feminist studies, comparative studies, and media

studies have by now amassed overwhelming evidence of the extent to which the

myths of the ideal rational person and the “universality” of propositions have been

oppressive to those who are not European, White, male, middle class, Christian,

able-bodied, thin, and heterosexual,
17
Writings by many literary and cultural crit-

ics, both women of colon and White women who are concerned with explaining

the intersections and interactions among relations of racism, colonialism, sexism,

and so forth, are now employing, either implicitly on explicitly, concepts and

analytical methods that could be called feminist poststnuctuaalism.” While post-

structuralism, like rationalism, is a tool that can be used to dominate, it has also

facilitated a devastating critique of the violence of rationalism against its Others.

It has demonstrated that as a discursive practice, nationalism’s regulated and sys-

tematic use of elements of language constitutes national competence “as a series of

exclusions— of women, people of color, of nature as historical agent, of the true

value of ant.”
59
In contrast, poststnuctunalist thought is not bound to reason, but

“to discourse, literally narratives about the world that are admittedly partial. In-

deed, one of the crucial features of discourse is the intimate tie between knowledge

and interest, the latter being understood as a ‘standpoint’ from which to grasp

‘reality.’ “20

° Giroux and McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagecnent,” ~ 229.
Stanley Aronowitz, “Postmodernism and Politics,” Social Text, 18 (Winter, 1987/88), 99—115,

° Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 120.
~ For an excellent theoretical discussion and demonstration of the explanatory power of this ap-

proach, seejulian Henniques, Wendy Hollway, Cathy Urwin, Couze Venn, and Valerie Walkerdine,

Changing the Subject: Psychology, Social Regulation, and Subjectivity (New York: Methuen, 1984); Gloria
Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Spinsters/Aunt Lute, 1987);
Theresa de Laureti,, ed., Feminist Studies/Critical Studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,

1986); Hal Foster, ad,, Discussions in Contemporary Culture (Seattle: Bay Press, 1987); Chris Weedon,
Feminist Practice and Poststracturalist Theory (New York: .Sasil Blackwell, 1987).
“ Weedon, Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory,
° Aronowitz, “Postmodernism and Politic,,” p. 103,

Aronowitz, “Postmodernism and Politics,” p. 103,
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The literature on critical pedagogy implies that the claims made by documents,

demonstrations, press conferences, and classroom discussions of students of colon

and White students against racism could rightfully be taken up in the classroom

and subjected to national deliberation over their truth in light of competing claims.

But this would force students to subject themselves to the bogics of rationalism and

scientism which have been predicated on and made possible through the exclusion

of socially constructed irrational Others—women, people of colon, nature, aes-

thetics. As Audre Lorde writes, “The master’s tools will never dismantle the

mast.en’s house,”
2
’ and to call on students of colon to justify and explicate their

claims in teams of the master’s tools—tools such as nationalism, fashioned precisely

to perpetuate their exclusion—colludes with the oppressor in keeping “the op-

pressed occupied with the master’s concerns.”
22
As Barbara Christian describes it:

the literature of people who are not in power has always been in dangea-of-extunc-

tion or cooptation, not because we do not theorize, but because what we can even

imagine, far less who we can reach, is constantly limited by societal structures.

For me, literary criticism is promotion as well as understanding, a response to the
writer to wham there is often no response, to folk who need the writing as much

as they need anything. I know, from literary history, that waiting disappears un-

less there is a response to it. Because I write about writers who are now writing,
I hope to help ensure that their tradition has continuity and survives.

23

In contrast to the enforcement of rational deliberation, but like Christian’s pro-

motion and response, my role in C&I 607 would be to interrupt institutional limits

on how much time and energy students of color, White students, and professors

against racism could spend on elaborating their positions and playing them out

to the point where internal contradictions and effects on the positions of other

social groups could become evident and subject to self-analysis.

With Barbara Christian, I saw the necessity to take the voices of students and

professors of difference at their word—as “valid”—but not without response.
24
Stu-

dents’ and my own narratives about experiences of racism, ableism, elitism, fat

oppression, sexism, anti-Semitism, heterosexism, and soon are partial—partial in

the sense that they are unfinished, imperfect, limited; and partial in the sense that

they project the interests of “one side” oven others. Because those voices are partial

and partisan, they must be made problematic, but not because they have broken

the rules of thought of the ideal rational person by grounding their knowledge in

immediate emotional, social, and psychic experiences of oppression,
2
’ on are

somehow lacking on too narrowly circumscribed,
26
Rather, they must be critiqued

because they hold implications for other social movements and their struggles for

° Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider (New York: The Crossing Press, 1984), p. 112.
22 Lorde, Sister Outsider, p. 112.

° Christian, “The Race for Theory,” p. 63.
24 For a discussion of the thesis of the “epistemic privilege of the oppressed,” see UmaNarayan,

“Working Together Across Difference: Some Considerations on Emotions and Political Practice,”
Hypatia, 3 (Summer, 1988), 31—47.

~‘ For an excellent discussion of the relation of the concept of “experience” to feminism, essential-
ism, and political action, see Linda Alcoff, “Cultural Feminism versu,Post-Structuralism: The Iden-
tity Crisis in Feminist Theory,” Signs, 13 (Spring, 1988), 405—437.

26 Narayan, “Working Together Across Difference,” pp. 31-47.
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racism, fat oppression, classism, ableism, or sexism. No teacher is free of these

learned and inte.rnalized appressions. Nor are accounts of one group’s suffering

and struggle immune from reproducing narratives oppressive to another’s— the

racism of the Women’s Movement in the United States is one example.

As I argued above, “emancipatory authority” also implies, according to Shor

and Faeine, a teachea who knows the abject of study “better” than do the students,

Yet I did not understand racism better than my students did, especially those stu-

dents of color doming into class after six months (on mane) of campus activism and

whale lives of experience and struggle against racism — nor could I ever hope to.

My experiences with and access to multiple and sophisticated strategies for inter-

paeting and interrupting sexism (in White middle-class contexts) do not provide

me with a ready-made analysis of or language for understanding my awn im.plica-

dons in racist structures. My understanding and experience of racism w’iil always

be constrained by my white skin and middle-class privilege. Indeed, it is impassi-

ble for anyone to be free from these oppressive formations at this historical

moment. Fuatheamore, while I had the institutional power and authority in the

classroom to enforce “reflective examination” of the plurality ofmoral and political

positions before us in a way that supposedly gave my own assessments equal

weight with those of students, in fact my institutional role as professor would

always weight my statements differently from those of students.

Given my own history of white-skin, middle-class, able-bodied, thin privilege

and my institutionally granted power, it made mane sense to see my task as one

of redefining “critical pedagogy” so that it did not need utopian moments of

“democracy,” “equality,” “justice,” or “emancipated” teachers—moments that are

unattainable (and ultimately undesirable, because they are always predicated an

the interests of those who arc in Cc position to define utopian projects). A prefer’

able goal seemed to be to became capable of a sustained encounter with currently

oppressive formations and power relations that refuse to be theorized away an fully

tanascended in a utopian resolution — and to eaten into the encounter in a way that

owned up to my awn implications in those formations and was capable of changing

my awn relation to and investments in those formations.

The Repressive Myth of the Silent Other

At first glance, the concept of “student voice” seemed to offer a pedagogical stra-

tegy in this direction. This concept has became highly visible and influential in

current discussions of curriculum and teaching, as evidenced by its appeananee in

the titles of numerous presentations at the 1989 American Educational Research

Association Convention. Within current discourses on teaching, it functions to

efface the contradiction between the emancipataay project of critical pedagogy and

the hierarchical relation between teachers and students. In other words, it is a stra-

tegy for negotiating between the dinectiveness of dominant educational relation-

ships and the political commitment to make students autonomous of those ada-

tionships (how does a teacher “make” students autonomous without diaceting

them?). The discourse an student voice sees the student as “empowened” svhen the
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teacher “helps” students to express their subjugated knowledges.
4
’ The targets of

this strategy are students from disadvantaged and subordinated social class, racial,

ethnic and gender groups — on alienated middle-class students without access to

skills of critical analysis, whose voices have been silenced or distorted by oppres-

sive cultural and educational formations. By speaking, in their “authentic voices,”

students are seen to make themselves visible and define themselves as authors of

the’n own world, Such self-definition presumably gives students an identity and

political position from which to act as agents of social change,
44
Thus, while it is

true that the teachen is directive, the student’s own daily life experiences of oppres-

sion chant her/his path toward self-definition and agency, The task of the critical

educator thus becomes “finding ways ofworking with students that enable the full

expression ofmultiple ‘voices’ engaged in dialogic encounter,”
4
’ encouraging stu-

dents of different race, class, and gender positions to speak in self-affirming ways

about their experiences and how they have been mediated by their own social posi-

tions and those of others.

Within feminist discourses seeking to provide both a place and power for women

to speak, “voice” and “speech” have become commonplace as metaphors for
women’s feminist self-definitions—but with meanings and effects quite different

from those implied by discourses of critical pedagogy, Within feminist move-

ments, women’s voices and speech are conceptualized in terms of self-definitions

tnat are oppositional to those definitions of women constructed by others, usually
to serve interests and contexts that subordinate women to men, But while critical

educators acknowledge the existence of unequal power relations in classrooms,

they have made no systematic examination of the barriers that this imbalance

throws up to the kind of student expression and dialogue they prescribe,

The concept of critical pedagogy assumes a commitment on the part of the pro-

fessor/teacher toward ending the student’s oppression, Yet the literature offers no

sustained attempt to problematize this stance and confront the likelihood that the

professor brings to social movements (including critical pedagogy) interests of her’

on his own race, class, ethnicity, gender, and other positions, S/he does not play

the role of disinterested mediator on the side of the oppressed group.
46
As an

Anglo, middle-class professor in C&I 607, I could not unproblematically “help” a

student of colon to find her/his authentic voice as a student of color. I could not
unproblematically “affiliate” with the social groups my students represent and in-

terpret their experience to them. In fact, I brought to the classroom privileges and
intdrests that were put at risk in fundamental ways by the demands and defiances

of student voices. I brought a social subjectivity that has been constructed in such

a way Cat Ihave not and can never participate unproblematically in the collective

process of self-definition, naming of oppression, and struggles for visibility in the

~ Shor and Freire, - \‘hat is the ‘Dialogical Method’ of Teaching?” p. 30; Liston and Zeichner,

“Critical Pedagogy,” p. 1.,2,
~ Simer “E,mpoo ermenu as a Pedagogy of Possibility,” p. 80,

Siuron “Emp’werment as a Pedagogy of Possibility,” p. 375.
46 Aronowitz “Pos modemnisns and Politics” p. 111,
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to name hen expenience of ancism, a Chicana student had to define hen voice in

pant through apposition to— and rejection of— definitions of”Chicana” assumed or

taken for granted by other student/professor voices in the classroom, And in the

context of protests by students of colon against racism on campus, hen voice had

to be constructed in opposition to the institutional racism of the university’s curri-

culum and policies— which were represented in part by my discourses and actions

as Anglo-American, middle-class woman professor, Unless we found a way to re-

spond to such challen.ges, our academic and political work against racism would

be blocked. This alone is a reason for finding ways to express and engage with stu-

dent voices, one that distances itself from the abstract, philosophical reasons im-

plied by the literature on critical pedagogy when it fails to contextualize its proj-

ects. Furthermore, grounding the expression of and engagement with student

voices in the need to construct contextualized political strategies rejects both the

voyeuristic relation that the literature reproduces when the voice of the professor

is not problematized, and the instrumental role critical pedagogy plays when stu-

dent voice is used to inform more effective teaching strategies.

The lessons learned from feminist struggles to make a difference through defiant

speech offer both useful critiques of the assumptions of critical pedagogy and start-

ing points for moving beyond its repressive myths.’°Within feminist movements,

self-defining feminist voices have been understood as constructed collectively in

the context of a larger feminist movement or women’s manginalized subcUltures,

Feminist voices are made possible by the interactions among women within and

across race, class, and other differences that divide them. These voices have never

been solely or even primarily the result of a pedagogical interaction between an

individual student and a teacher. Yet discourses of the pedagogy of empowerment

consistently position students as individuals with only the most abstract of rela-

tions to concrefe confexts of struggle. In their writing about critical pedagogy,

educational nesetAcherd consistently place teachers/professors at the center of the

consciousness-raising activity. For example, McLaaen describes alienated middle-

class youth in this way:

.these students do not recognize their own self-representation and suppression
by the dominant society, and in our vitiated learning environments they are not

provided with the requisite theoretical constructs to help them understand why

they feel as badly as they do. Because teachers lack a critical pedagogy, these stu-

dents are not provided with the ability to think critically, a skill that would enable
them to better.understand why their lives have been reduced to feelings ofmean-
ingless, randomness, and alienation. . .

In contrast, .many students came into “Media and Anti-Racist Pedagogies” with

oppositional voices already’ formulated within various antinacism and other move-

ments. These movements had not necessarily relied on intellectualslteachers to

interpret their goals and programs to themselves or to others.

Current writing by many feminists working from. antinacism and feminist post-

structuralist perspectives recognize that any individual woman’s politicized voice

s~Bell Hooks, Talking Back: Thinkiog Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: South End Press, 1989),
~‘ Peter McLaren, Ljfe in Schools (New York: Longman, 1989).
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traductons in easec ion of voices constutu~edby gender rae . class abi uty eth-

nlcity. sexual aruenta ion, or ideology Nor does ‘ ‘ag-ge with Ce fac that he

particularuties o ‘isistorica connixt personal biography and subject: ‘it’ea aplut be-

t’ ‘een the conscious and neonscuous will necessarily r nder each xpression of

studen voice partial and paeducatcd on the - is enee and an a gina za ion a al en-

native voices, It is imposs ble to peak from all voice’ at once, or from any one

v’utisout he traces of the others being present and ‘nter up ‘a’ isus the em team

‘studen vo cc’ ‘s highly problematic Pluralizing the ca’sceut as “voice “ in’plies

coaree ‘on through addi ma. Tisi’ I sea sight of the contradictory a d partial

nature of all voices

In C&I 607, far examp e, paat~cipana exoressed much pa a ‘on one , and dif’

f’culty in speaking, because of the v ni-s ‘a wh cis discussions cnl’cd up their mul-

t’ple and contaadic,oay so ‘ml positioning’ Vomen found t difficult to prioritize

expressions of racal privilege a sd oppression when such oriarutizing threatened

to perpetuate their gender oppre sian Among international studen s, both those

who were of color and those who were White found it difficu,t to join their voices

with those ofU.S. students of color when it meant a subondination of their oppres-

sions as people living under U.S. imperialist policies and as students for whom

English was a second language. Asian American women uound it diff cult to join

their aides with other students of colons hen i meant subordinating their specific

oppressions as Asian Americans. I found it diff’c fit to speak as a V h’tc woman

about gender opp’ess’an vise s I oc’upued pos’tions of inst utional power aelat’

to all students in the clan men and women but pa’ inns of gender opprcss’on

rela ive a students s’ha w~reWisi c men and in duffenen cams, relativ to u-

dents who were men of cola’.

F’nally, the argument that women’s spece s and voice have nit b en and should

not be constructed primarily for the purpose of communicating wo
2
er’a expca’-

ences a men is commonplace witisi s fem nus movements Tis’ os’tion takes he
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male na’vilege, anther than looking to svomen for the nasa’ en . I am sum In ‘ly sos-

pic’ous of the desire by the mostly Wis’te, muddle-class men svho wa’te the item-

tune on critical pedagogy to e’icit “full expression of student voices. Such a rela-

tion between encher/student become voycuaust’e when f-c vo’ec a ‘the pedagogue

himself goes unexamined.

Fur hermore, the assumption present in the literature that a’ ence in front of a

a’heaaapaofeaa amnd’at a’ as voc Tacic areas ‘a -e~ofsocai den my
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and c ass hf-mae . t us wor is quoting Bel’ hooks at length abou the “iction 01 the

u eace a subo d’nated groups

With’n fems sist circle ilence ‘s ofte ‘een as the sexist de’ined ‘right speech of

v manhood”— he ugn of ‘oman’s subm’ssuon to patniarcha authority. This

emphasis o oman’s alIenee may be an accura e remembering of what has taken

place in he households ofwomen from ‘ASP backgrounds in the U ii ed States

but in B ‘sck con mun ties and in other divease e hnic cammuni ies) vomen hare
no. be n si eat, Their voices can be heard Certainly for Black omen our a rug-

gle F as not been a emerge Sam silence to ‘peech but to change the nature and

direction of our spec is, To make a speech ha compe s listeners, one hat is

heard. , , D alogue the ‘haring a’ speech and recogni ion, took place no be-
veen another and child or mother and male authority figure but wi is a her Black

women. I can me acurber watchung, fascinated. as our mother talked with her

an a her sisters, ad won’en ‘ruends, he in imacy and intensi y of their speech —

he sa iaf etion t s ‘y received from talking a one anotl’ ‘r the pleasure, the joy.
sins in oh’s s arld of woman speech. loud talk, angr, words, vorsen with

tan gu”~ harp, tea der sv’ee ongu s touching our v’orld with their words, tha

T made spee’h my birthright— and he right to voice, to authorship, a privilege
I wou d rat be denied It wa in that world and because of it that I came to dream

of w’ri ing, to write.
53

White women, men and women of color, impoverished people, people with dis-

abil’ Ac’, gays and lesbians, are am silenced in the sense implIed by the literature

on critical pedagogy They just are not talking in their authentic voices, or they

are dechring/aefusing to talk at all. to critical educators who have been unable to

acknowledge tF e presence of kno ~vledges that are challenging and most likely in-

accessible o their o va social pos’tions V
2
sat they/v’e say, o whom, in wisa con-

text. depending on the energy hey/we ha c for the stnugg e on a particular day,

is the result of conscious and unconscious assessments of he po em re ations and

safety of the s’tuatuon,

As I understand it at the urom”nt s’isat got said—and ho v—in our class was

the product of highly complex stmategizing for the ‘ismubility that speech gives with-

out giving up the safety of sf-ercc. More than that, it was a highly camp cx nego-

tiation of the eolituica of anow’ng and being known Tis ags v’ere Ic unsaid, on

they were encoded on the basis of sneakers’ conscious and unconse’ous assess-

ments of the ni ks and costs of disclosing their understandings of tF e asel es and

o ‘others. To visat extent had students occupying socially constructed positions of

privilege at a particular moment risked being knov’n by students secuoymng so-

cially constructed posi ions of subordination at the same moment’
7
To what extent

had students ma those positions of pm vilege relinquished the secu ‘i y and privilege

of being the knos ‘er?
5

A
0
ong as the itenature on cmi mcal pedagogy fai a t come to gmmos vutis issues

of rust risk and the opera ions of fen’ and desire an und such i’sues of ‘dentity

ann pni’ I a in ‘,~“ esaas a ‘ a a Cr a, oH ~o
1
s ~“~s e r ~0 fib oo ,oonr

“ H ohs, ‘1- king Back’ p 24,
u an Hardy ‘aike , Kane - reerscn, Myra Dinerstein, Jedy L a sink, ard Pa ni’ia MacCon-

quodale Trying Tnsn on sa i ns: Curr’cu us In gratio~a d t e Pr b en o Rn”stanc ,“ Signs,

2 (\ iste’, 987 , 22’-2/’,
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deep-seated, self-interested investments in unjust relations of, for example, gen-

der, ethnicity, and sexual orientation.
55

These investments are shamed by both

teachers and students, yet the literature on critical pedagogy has ignored its asvn

implications for the young, White, Christian, middle-class, heterosexual, able-

bodied man/pedagogue that it assumes. Against such ignoring Mohanty argues

that to desire to ignore is not cognitive, but pemfommative. It is the incapacity or

refusal “to acknowledge one’s own implication in the information.”
56

“[Learning)

involves a necessary implication in the radical altenity of the unknown, in the de-

sire(s) not to know, in the process of this unresolvable dialectic.”
57

From Dialogue to Working Together across Differences

Because student voice has been defined as “the measures by which students and

teacher participate in dialogue,”
55
the foregoing critique has serious consequences

for the concept of “dialogmie” as it has been articulated in the literature on critical

pedagogy. Dialogue has been defined as a fundamental imperative of critical peda-

gogy and the basis of the democratic education that insures a democratic state.

Through dialogue, a classroom can be made into a public spiseme, a, locus of citi-

zenship in which:

students and teachers can engage in aprocess of deliberation and discussion aimed
at advancing the public welfare in accordance with fundamental moral judgments

and principles. . . . School and classroom practices should, in same manner, be

organized around farms of learning whicls serve to prepare students for responsi-
ble roles as transformative intellectuals, as community members, and as critically

active citizens outside of schools.
59

Dialogue is offered as a pedagogical strategy for constructing these learning con-

ditions, and consists of ground rules for classroom intenaction using language.

These rules include the assumptions that all members have equal opportunity to

speak, all members respect other members’ rights to speak and feel safe to speak,

and all ideas are tolerated and subjected to rational critical nssessmcnt against

fundamental judgments and momal principles. According to Henry Ginoux, in

order for dialogue to be possible, classroom participants must exhibit “trust, sham-

ing, and commitment to improving the quality of human life.”
60
While the specific

form and means of social change and organization are open to debate, there must

be agreement around the goals of dialogue: “all voices and their differences be-

come unified both in their efforts to identify and recall moments of human suffem-

ing and in their attempts to overcome conditions that perpetuate such suffering.”
6
’

However, for the reasons outlined above—the students’ and professor’s asym-

Aiken ci N,, “Trying Transformations,” p. 263,
Shoshana Felman, “Psychoanalysis and Education: Teaching Terminable and Interminable,”

Yale .Fnench Studies, 63 (1982), 2l—44,
~‘ 5, P. Mohanty, “Radical Teaching, Radical Theory: The Ambiguous Politics of Meaning,” in

Theory in the Glasarosm, ed, Cary Nelson (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986), p. 155,
ss Giroux and McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagement,” p. 235,
° Giroux and McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagement,” p- 237,
~° Giroux, “Literacy and the Pedagogy of Voice,” p. 72,
~‘ Giroux, “Literacy and the Pedagogy of Voice,” p. 72,
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oos’ le ano undcs -able ‘a C& 607 In fact, he unu y of e “arts and vn ues on-

moble a’ al y as umsed ha G noux as no any impossible but pa ntially me-

oacsa’ae ne well Gimoux’ fo ‘mu a faa dialogue acquires and nssun’es a classroom

of participants unified an he aude of the subordinated against the sub adiantors,

shnr’ng -ad ‘us ing In an “us-ness’ against isem-ness.’Tisia hr ruin - a to con-

moat a’na ne ‘subord’nation present among classroom participants and ithin

cia aroom pa ‘tic’[ants in the form of multiple and contradictory subjee p t’o a

Such a conception a d’nlogue invok s the “a too easy polemic that app sea a

‘nra to oeaptmntoma “ ‘a wis’cis a cond tion ‘am collective purpose amo ig “vietin a

is he desire for home, for synchrony, ‘on sameness.
62
Biddy Martin and Chandra

Mohanty call for creating new forms of collective struggle that do not depend upon

the repmcs’mo ma and violence needed by “dialogue” based on and enforcing a har-

mony crc is. They envi’ion cal ective stuggle that starts from an acknowl-

ed gemen hat “unit “— interpersonal, personal, and political — is necessarily fang-

me itnrv, unstable so given ho chosen and struggled for—but not on the basis

a’ ‘sameness 63

But despi e early rejection’ of fundamental tenets of dialogue, including the

usually unquest oned emancipatory potentials of national deliberation and “unity,”

we remained in the grip of other repressive fictions of classroom dialogue for most

a’ the semester. I expected that we would be able to ensure all members a safe

y~ace o ,,oeak, equal opportunity oO speal-, and equal power In influencing dcci-

suonmak’ng— and as a result, it would become clean what had to be done and why.

v’as on y at the end of the semester that I and the students recognized that we

had given thus myth the poavem to divert our attention and classroom practices

a ay ram avisa we needed to be dour g. Acting as if our classroom were a safe

pa-c ma wI’ uch democratic dialogue was possible and happening did not make it

so. I’ we ye e to respond to our contex and the social identities of the people in

m c assroo,a in avays that did not meonoduce the oppressive formations we were

trying to work against, w” needed clanmoomr practices that confronted the po ver

dynamics ‘aside and outside of oum classroom that made democratic dialogue im-

possible. During the as tsvo weeks of the ,emester, we reflected un c ass on our

group a p ocesa— sow v’e spoke to and/or silenced each other across our differ-

en ‘es ho we d’v’ded abor, made decisions, and treated each a hen as visible

and/or invisible. As students had been doing with each other all along, I began

to have informal convemsatuons v his one or two students at a time who were cx-

re ac’ com n’tted on personal, politica , and academic levels to breaking through

the bammiema v had encountemed and understanding what had I’ npg ened during

he ‘emes er. These reflections and discussions led me to t se follow’ng conclusions.

Our classroom was no in fact a safe space fur’ students to speak out on ta k back

abou t se’r experience’ of oppression both inside and outside of the classroom. In

or class hese in ‘luded exper’ence, of being gay, lesbian, fa , women of colon

‘na ~ ‘v”h co
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working with White women and men.
64
Things were not being said for a number

of reasons. These included fear of being misunderstood and/or disclosing too

much and becoming too vulnerable; memories of bad experiences in other con-

texts of speaking out; resentment that other oppressions (sexism, hetenosexism, fat

oppression, classism, anti-Semitism) were being marginalized in the name of

addressing racism—and guilt for feeling such resentment; confusion about levels

of trust and commitment surrounding those who were allies to another group’s

struggles; resentment by some students of colon for feeling that they were expected

to disclose “more” and once again take the burden of doing the pedagogic work

of educating White students/professor about the consequences of White middle-

class privilege; and resentment by White students for feeling that they had to

prove they were not the enemy.

Dialogue in its conventional sense is impossible in the culture at large because

at this historical moment, power relations between raced, classed, and gendered

students and teachers are unjust. The injustice of these relations and the way in

which those injustices distort communication cannot be overcome in a classroom,

no matter how committed the teacher and students are to “overcoming conditions

that perpetuate suffering.” Conventional notions of dialogue and democracy

assume rationalized, individualized subjects capable of agreeing on univensaliz-

able “fundamental moral principles” and “quality of human life” that become self-

evident when subjects cease to be self-interested and particulanistic about group

rights. Yet social agents are not capable of being fully rational and disinterested;

and they are subjects split between the conscious and unconscious and among

multiple social positionings. Fundamental moral and political principles are not

absolute and universalizable, waiting to be discovered by the disinterested re-

searcher/teacher; they are “established intersubjectively by subjects capable of in-

terpretation and reflection.”
65
Educational researchers attempting to construct

meaningful discourses about the politics of classroom practices must begin to

theorize the consequences for education of the ways in which knowledge, power,

and desire are mutually implicated in each other’s formations and deployments.

By the end of the semester, participants in the class agreed that commitment

to rational discussion about racism in a classroom setting was not enough to make

that setting a safe space for speaking out and talking back. We agreed that a safer

space required high levels of trust and personal commitment to individuals in the

class, gained in part through social interactions outside of class—potlucks, field

trips, participation in rallies and other gatherings. Opportunities to know’ the mo-

tivations, histories, and stakes of individuals in the class should have been planned

~ Discussions with students after the semester ended and comments from students and colleagues
on the draft of this article have led me to realize the extent to which some international students and
Jews in the class felt unable or not safe to speak about experiences of oppression inside and outside
of the class related to those identities, Anti-Semitism, economic and cultural imperialism, and the
rituals ofexclusion of international students on campus were rarely named and never fully elaborated
in the class, The classroom practices that reproduced these particular oppressive silences in C&I 607
must be made the focus of sustained critique in the follow-up course, C&I 800, “Race, Class, Gender,
and the Construction of Knowledge in Educational Media.”

John W. Murphy, “Computerization, Postmodern Epistemology, and Reading in the Post-
modern Era,” Educational Theory, 38 (Spring, 1988), 175—182,

316



W7iy Doesn I Th’s F e Empowering
3

ELIZABETH ELL5v’ORTH

earsy in oisc semester.
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the burden of educating themselves about he c nsequcnces o their Yshi c-skin

privilege, and to facilitate tis’s the curriculum should have inciuded s’gn ficant

amounts of literature, films, and videos oy peop e 0’ dO or and White people

against racism— so that the students of colon involved in the class would not always

be looked to as “experts’ in racism on the situation on the campus.

Because all voices within the classroom are not and cannot carry equal legiti-

macy safety, and power in dialogue at this historical moment there are times

when the inequalities must be named and addressed by constructing ltemnative

ground rules for communica~ion.By the end of the semeste participants in C&I

607 began to recogrize that some social groups represented in the class had had

consistently more speaking time than others, Women, international students for

vhom English was a second language, and mixed groups sharing ideological and

political languages and per pectlves began to have very significant interactions

outside of class Informal, overlapping affinity groups formed and met unofficially

for the purpose of articulating and refining positions based on shared oppressuons,

ideological analyses, or interests. They shared grievances a000t the dynamics of

the larger group and performed reality checks for each other. Because they were

“unofficial” groups constituted on the spot in response to specific needs or simply

as a result of casual encounters outside of the classroom, alliances could be shaped

and reshaped as strategies in context.

The fact tha affinity groups did foam wlihin th
0
larger group should nut b

0
seer’

as a failure to construct a unity o’ voices and goals— a possibility unproblema-

tically assumed and worked for in critical pedagogy. Rather, affinity groups were

necessary for working against the way current historical configurations of oppres-

sions were reproduced in the class, They provided some participants vitis safer

home bases from which they gained support, important understandings, and a

language for entering the larger classroom interactions each week, Once we

acknowledged the existence, necessity, and value of these affinity groups, we be-

gan to see our task not as one of building democratic dialogue between free and

equal individuals, but of building a coalition among the multiple, shifting, ‘nter-

secting, and sometimes contradictory groups carrying unequal weights of egutm-

macy within the culture and the classroom. Haluway through the semester stu-

dents renamed the class Coalition 607.

At the end of the semestet, we began to suspect that it vould have been appro-

priate for the large group to experiment with forms of communuca ion other than

dialogue. These could ha e brought the existence and results o affnity group in-

“ Lugores and Spelman assert that the only acceptable ma ivation for ollowink Otter, into their
worlds is friendship. Sell-interest is sot en ugh, because “the task at hand for ‘ou is one of ext aordi-

nary difficu ty. It requires that you be willing to devote a great part of your life to it and that you
be willing to suffer a ienation and sd -disrupt’on, ,whatever the b aefits you may accrue from such
a jour ‘-y iney cannot b caner-ne “rouczt “or ~o~ssi mis tine ann ney or rot worta your ‘s’ni e
(‘Have We Got a Theory or You,’ o, 576). Theoretical or [oh ‘cal “obligmtion’ i ‘nappropr’ate, be-

cans’ b put V h tessAnglos “in - morally ses nightea ‘ os’t’on ‘sad ss ites peop c o ‘olor v,,hicles
of reder sution for hose in power (p 58 “end sip, as an - pprapniate a sd acceptable ‘eondit’on’

under which oeople become allies in struggles that ‘re sot he’r ‘sin names my own experi nec and
has been met with enthusiasm by students.
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t ceo For c amj i . m seemed that e needed imes when one affinity group

v’o nen a olom, von’ ‘s and men of co a hr mists ~ lute men agains nnasc -

1 nist eultu e, Wisin’ vomen, gays esbians could ‘speak out” and talk baca’

abou their cxper’cnce o~Coalitmon 607’s group process on the’a experience of

mc al, it ndem, on otis a ~njus
0
uce on the campus v’i’ile the nes of he class listened

without interruption This would have ackno ‘ledged that ye vere not mnteract’nb

in class dialogue souely as individuals bu
0
as members of anger social groups, vith

wison we shamed con’man and also differing experiences of oppmessian - language

for naming, fighting and surviving tisa oppacasion, and a shamed sea sibility and

style. ‘Ihe differences among the affinity groups ttat composed the class made

cams sunicatia’a wIonin the clas a ‘m~o’ cruos-eCtuaal am cs’oss-subeuloua e~

change anther than tis Fe , a monal, den’ocmatic exchange beta cen equas mnduvid’

oa]s ‘mplied ‘a entice] p 2d gogy ]iteraure

But I want to empisa’ize that this does not mean that discourses of students a’

duffe ‘ence weac taken up and suppoated unconditionally by the sselvcs and their

allies Theme had been ‘ntense consciousness-maising on the UW-Mad’son campus

be ween African American students Asian American s udents, Latino/n, Chi-

cano a student’, Native ~menidan students, and men and ivomer o ‘color, about

the different ‘arms racism had taken across the campus, depending on ethnicity

and gender— and how no single group’s analysis could be adopted to cove all

other students of colon.

Early in the s~,n’estea,it became elena to somc in Con ition 607
0
ha
0
some oft se

arti-rnc’sm discourses henad on campus sveme structured oy highly pmoblcmntie

gender politics and WI-ite omen and women of cc ‘could no adopt those dis-

courses a their ov’a without under ‘utt’ng tfsci’ a ‘a at ‘uggles again t a xiasss on

campus and in their ommonities We began to define cc nh ‘on-bumldi sg not only

in cam’ of wisa ye sha cd—n con’mutment to york again t ‘acusm—b t in teams

of vim we did not ahnmc—g’nder, sexual orientation, c hr cut . and a he’ di ‘fer

enc “a TI csc positions gave us different stakes i s, expemic sees of, and aerspec uves

on racism. These differ nees meant hat cad stmategv considemed ‘am f’gis ‘ng

racism on campus had to be inteamegntea a- the ‘mol ca i a ?e d or struggles

against sexism, aa’ean , c i isa s, fat upu ess is ‘mu 50 10 is.

We ngaeed to a final amb’ en of the sceep abil’ -y cf den ands/nammat~ses by stu-

dents o~color and our class a ac ‘ona on campus Pr pa ala wo m d be judged in

ligl’t o’our answers to is’s ques son. to what exten do au pa isical a mategica and

al ernative narratives aboat social dii emence suec—ed in a Ic ‘mating em npus racism

while a the annie time manngmn~not ‘o undercut a el’amts of a hem ocial greups

to win self-definition?

A Pedagogy of the Uaknowablc

Like tis ‘n i ‘m”lunl toe ~n a t scm elves c - ‘‘ni gmoup oa’se’sed only pnmtma
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No one affinity group could e c’ eno v he exper en ‘es and knowledgea of otisem
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affinity gmoups or the social positions that were not their own. Non can social sub-

jects who are split between the conscious and unconscious, and cut across by mul-

tiple, intersecting, and contradictory subject positions, ever fully “know” their own

experiences. As a whole, Coalition 607 could never know with certainty whether

the actions it planned to take on campus would undercut the struggle of other so-

cial groups, or even that of its own affinity’ groups. But this situation was not a

failure; it was not something to overcome. Realizing that theme are partial narra-

tives that some social groups or cultures have and othems can never know, but that

are necessary to human survival, is a condition to embrace and use as an oppor-

tunity to build a kind of social arid educational interdependency that recognizes

differences as “different strengths” and as “forces for change.”
67
In the words of

Audm’e Lorde, “Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of

necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only

then does the necessity for inteadependency become unthreatening.”
68

In the end, Coalition 607 participants made an initial gesture toward acting out

the implications of the unknowable and the social, educational, and political inter-

dependency that it necessitates. The educational interventions against racism that

we carried out on campus were put forth as Coalition 607’s statement about its

members’ provisional, partial understanding of racial oppression on the UW-..

Madison campus at the moment of its actions. These statements were not offered

with the invitation for audiences to participate in dialogue, but as a speaking out

from semiotic spaces temporarily and problematically contmolled by Coalition

60 7’s students, First, we took actions on campus by interrupting business-as-usual
(that is, social melations of racism, sexism, classism, Eurocentnism as usual) in the

public spaces of the library mall and administrative offices. (The mall is a frequent

site for campus pmtests, rallies, and graffiti, and was chosen for this reason.)

These interruptions consisted of three events.

At noon on April 28, 198.8, a street theater p.erformnnce on the library mall,

“Meet on the Street,” presented an ironic history of university attempts to coopt

and defuse the demands of students of color from the 1950s through the 1980s.

The affinity group that produced this event invited members of the university and

Madison communities who weme not in the class to participate. That night, after

dark, “Scaawl on the Mali” used of’emhead and movie projectors to project towering

images, text, and spontaneously written “graffiti” on the white walls of the main

campus library. Class members and passeasby dmew and wrote on tmanspamencies

for the purpose of decoastauctiag, defacing, and transforming racist discourses

and giving voice to peaspectives and demands of students of color and White stu-

dents against racism. For example, students projected onto the library a page from

the administration’s official nesponse to the Minority Student Coalition demands,

and “edited” it to reveal how it failed to meet those demands. Thmougisobt the

semester, a third group of students intemmupted business-as-usual in the offices of

the student newspaper and university adnuiaistnatons by writing articles and hold-

ing interviews that challenged the university’s and the newspaper’s response to the

“ Londe, Sister Oats’ider, p. 112,
“ Lorde, Sister Outsider, p. 1 i2,
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Ihese t ace events dmsr pted oo yen ne a ions, F owevem tempoma ‘ly wi hun the

coatexto in a hid’ they occurred. S udeats f co or and Visite studen a against

racism opened up seas’o spac” for discourses normally marginalized and si-

lenced within the evemyday uses ,A the libmamy mal and administrators offices.

I’hey appa pniated means of discourse prado - a— overhead projecters. mucmo-

phones, language n ages, ne vspapea articles— and controlled, however prob-

lematically, the teams in hid a ude s a of color and ancusm on campus would be

defined and mepresen ed within the specific ‘mes and spaces of is” events. They

n’ aoe available to other membema of the unive s’ty community, with unpredictable

and uncontrollable effects, n’scourses of an iracism that might otherwise have re-

mained unavailable dustorted, more easily dismissed, or seeming’y irrelevan

Thus s ud”nts engaged in the political work of chang ng ma,enual conditions v’mtis-

s a public space, al ov u g thea to make visible and assert the legitimacy of them

own definitions, in their o vn terms of racism and anti-racism on the UV°

campus.

Each of the three action’ was defined by different affinity groups according to

differing priorities, languages of understanding and analysis, and levels of comfort

witn vam’ous kinds of public action. They were “unified” through their activity of

mutual critique support, and participation. as each group worked through, as

much as possible ways in which the others suppon ed on undercut its own under-

standIngs and objecives~Each affinity group brought its proposal for action to the

whole class to check out i s what ways that action might affect the other groups’

self-deft utmons, prior des and plans for action Each group asked the others for

various ypes of labor and support o implement its proposed action. During these

planning discuss ona, we concluded that he resul s oi’our interventions ould be

unpredictable and ur coat ollable, and deoendent upon the subject positions and

changing historical contexts of our audiences on the mall and in administrative

offices Ultimately, our interventions and tne process by which we arrived at them

had to make sense—both rationally and emotionall —to us, isoa’evea pnoblen’a-
tidally we understand “making sense’ to be a political action. Our actions had to

make sense as interested interpretations and constant neavrmtings of ourselves in

relation to shifting interpemsonal and poli meal contexts. Our interpnetations had to

be based on attention to history to concrete expe’nences of oppression and to sub-

jugated knowledges 69

Conclusuon

For me, what has become m re frightening than the unknown o unknowable, are

social, ~0 utical and educationa projects tha
0
predicate and legitimate their

actions on the kind of ha w’ng that unde” ues current definitions of critical peda-

gogy In this sense cuament understandings and uses of “critical,” “empoavemment,”

“student voice,” and “dialogue are only sunfac” manifestations of deeper con ma-
d’ ‘tuons i_s olvung pedagog ea both traditional and enituca . The Fund of knov mng

69 Mar in and Mohanty, “Femisist Poht’cs. p 210.
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I a’ “Cc’ ng tO is t’m n a’
1
eb bjects, ‘w’ose’, emrd “t”em’ are ~dds a be

kno ‘n a ultimate y kncwaCe ma he sense tf ‘ring ‘def’ae , de ‘nea ed cap-

,t ‘cd understood, explairel -ad d’agn aed at a Ic ‘e
1
a. dctenm’natuon ncv

accorded to the ‘knoaver” iserse ‘or himac f ~°

The expemience ofCoalition 60~has left me wanting to hir k thmougis the impli-

cations of ‘on Coating uaknowab’lity. What avauld i mean o aceogn ze not mnly

tisa an ultiplmemty of knowiedges are present in the classroom as a result of the wa,’

duffenene” has been used to structure social relation inside and outside the class-

moom, but that these knov’lcdges are contradictory. pamtma and imaedu~’be
tm
They

eanno, be made to nake sense’ —tFe cannot be kno ‘n a -cams o’ t e a age

master discourse of an educational pro ect a c mmaiculum on theoreti al fmamev oak

‘en tisa of critical peaagogv Wisa kind of e asamoom pmac ic are nade pm suble

and umpo amble ‘s’isen one a dam y group v m hin the “lass lava lived out and anna

at a curre stly usenul know’ledge’ about a pr icu n’ oporesssa’e or nation on cam-

pus, bu tIe professor and some of he other stud”n a car neve know o unde -

s and that knowledge ma the ‘ame way
2
Visat practice ‘s en led c a wiser even the

combination of all par ial knowiedges in a classroom re/el ma yet another pnmtial

knov ing, defined by atmuctoming absences tisa mark the “emnom and oatl ing of

any difference?”
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What kinds of intendependencles between groups and individ-

uals inside and outside of the classroo a wou’d recognize that em cry social, pol’ti-

cal. or educational project the class takes up locailv will already, at the momem

of its defissstion, lack a’uowledges sueeessar, to aluswca hi under qucstiumus of Imurnat,

survival and soc
0
aljustic What kind of educational projec could redefne “know-

ing” so that it so longe’ descr’bes the act’v’ties of hose in pa e” ‘who started to

speak, to speak alone and for e ‘eryone else on behalf of everyone ~ What

humid of educatiossnl project ‘ould med fine the silence of the unkno vable, freeing

F from the male-defined context of Absene” Lack as Fear and make of that

silence “a language of isa a ‘a” t a changes the nature and dine ‘tion of speech

itself?
73

Whatever form it takes in the various, changing locally specific instance, of

classroom practices I unde ‘stand a classroom pmactuc’ of the u sknowable rigis

now to be one that v ould ‘uoport studeatsi professor mn tis never-ending “moving

about~Tnunis Minis-ha describes:

After all, she is his Inappropriate. d 0th a ‘s so m’ ‘ a about wi al ‘ays -t leas

two/fo r gestur’s: Fat of afirming “I am like ycu’ a hile ~0 nting ‘ sist n y

he difference and tint of reminding ‘I an’ d’f’erent’ whue unse Ii g every de --

nltian of otlscrness arrived a

In relation to education, I see thus moving abou as a st ategy hat a ‘f ama ‘you

know me/I know you” while pointing insistently to the interested partualness of

those knowings; and constantly remind ag us tha ‘you can’t knov me/I can’t

~° Al ff, “CultursI Fem nis,ss v rsus Post-St ‘uc ura ‘Sn , 4

“ Lorde lYsten Outc’d p. 1 3
~ Tnt 1’ T, Minh-ha ‘ niroduction, D’se urs , 8 Pal I’, ‘ater, 386 87) p. 1.

‘~M’nh- sa, “Introduc ion” p. 8,
Minh-ha, “Introduction,” p. 9,
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‘ng point—rot an ead’ng ooin’. den it’ in hi sense’ ecom a a eh ale ‘on mu u-

plying and ma axingmore comolex the a bj e pos tuons p0 sib e usuble and emit -

mate at any gi\e~is’stormc,l momem, eouma g “ssupt ye changes a ftc way -

cml tecisno o~’esa gende race, ‘ t and s on d’ mae Otim ness’ -ad u e

as a ‘el” ‘Ic ‘a ‘uboadunatmon.

Gayatri Sp’vak ca a he eaach or - o em t a m - “se’ on pradue e - s

as’er~ ~Fat v hat s ceded is 0 rs,a en cm tuque ‘~ of aece ed an mat, and

ut a i 1 se of at cc
1
’ 8’ ida’ sy, u “a us - s ai ‘ ‘ 005 - Ia’x’ t “0 ‘ ‘emit

preomeated os -epreasive ma ~ M a -has a a mag about ‘ fus a r ace no-

foundl het”aogeseoos networks a pow /de,’ c in rca a a y r p i r a-

heren nnaative It nefases a k a v an am t opp - a rn any ‘ oc arm l’nc

o’ attack such as nace, cC on ge de o dami

Bat participants un Coalition 6 “ di no simp’y unset cv “~ delia, ion o’

knowing, assert the absence of a , nor soludnauti a a replace p u mcnl ne,uon (in

the sense de med at the begin sung ol hi article) v itis tex unl e idque. Rather, v e

struggled, asS. P. Mohanty would have us do, o ‘develop a sense of the profound

conlextuality of meaninits [and oppa s’u e knowledge j i t cur play’ and thema idea-

logu ‘al effects “78

Oem classmoon ava the s’ e om cc oemsed h’f “g, a d a ad etem~’contex a o~

krow’nmn that coalesce’ diff me y s d ifemen omen a a ud t profess r

speech, aetm r and emotion T mis ‘ ua F a n can ha mad v dual tao a fm s’
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sive kno ledges
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he hook including cmitica pedanogue F a no ac n out men’ er i ~n

or alliance wish an opp ‘eased group e’mml t us im m e ccc to co s on the ‘grey

areas wisuca v’e aim rave in u ‘°‘ ~ws vi na-na remuro u ‘There am no a ‘a, a-

sitions exempt fmom becon’ing ppae a a otise a . any gmoup — cry posi i n

—can m ye into the oponess n Ic.”
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the mythical norm deploged for the pu pose of s ‘ttmag is ar.danc C humanness

nga’nst visich Others are defined and asn’gn”d pr’v’lege and I mita ‘ons At this

moment a hismom , hat noam is young. White heterosexual Oh is tan, a mc-

bodieo, thin, middle-class, Engl’sh-speaking, “ad male F et as Gent Ic argues no
‘ndividual emoodies ma the essentualus sense, tisi’ mythical norm.

82
Even individ-

uals wh most closely approximate it experience a dissonance As someone who

embodies some but ot all of the ‘unnent mythieal norm’s socially constructed

characteristics m~’colleague Albert Selv’n as no e in response to th ‘ f’rs dmaf of
this article: “I too save to fight to differentiate myseif frons a position defned for

me — whose terms are mn posed on me — as ouch l’mits and can destroy me — which

does destroy many White men or urns them into helpless agents. . . I a aWhite
mar/boy was not allowed—by my family, by society—to be a’iytl’ tag but c t off

iron’ he en ‘°hand is ody. That condi ion is not/was no, an essential component

or implication of my maleness.’
83

To a scm’ mnu tiple perspectives ma is a way - not a draw attention atany from

the distinctive realities and effects of t se oppnessmor~o ‘ any pamt’cular group. It a

not to cxc use or relativize oppression isv simply claimi sg, “v’e are all ophre’sed

Rather it is to clam’ y oppress’on by preaeating “oppressive simplifications,’
84
and

insis ing that ‘t be understood and snuggled against contextual y. For example.
the politics of appearance in relation to the my hical norm played a major role in

our classroom. Upon first sight group members ended to dra’w alliances and
assume shared commitm ~nts because of the social positions we presumed others

to occ py (radical, heterosexual, anti-racist person of cob , and so or . But not

only were these assumptions often vroag at times they denied ‘deologica and
personal commitments to various s rugglea by people isho -ppeared outs ardly to

i the ni thical norm
The teams ir hich I can and tail assert and unsettle ‘difference’ and unlearn

my posit’oas of privilege ‘n future t assnoom practiees are wis Ily dependen on

the Others/others whose presence—v’i is their concme e experiences of onivileges
and oppressions, and subjugated on oppre’si e knowledges—I ‘m ‘esponding to

and ac ing asi h a any given nlassmanm, Mv nun ring abni t be v en the positinns

of privileged speaking aub’ccm and Inapptopmiate/d Oft em canno oc onedicted

prescribed, on understood be ‘onehand by any theoretical ‘rameaao k or ne hod-
ological practice. It is in this sense that a pmactiec groun ed in -he unkao ‘able

is profoundly contextua (historical) and mntemdcpcade s (soc alj This refo n’ula-

For of pedagogy and knov’ledge remoaes the cmi seal pedagogue from two key dis-
cursive posdions s/he has constructed fo- hc”/isim elf in the litema ume — namel

origin of what can be known and origin of wisa should be done. F ‘hat remains

fan me is the challenge of constructing class ‘oom panet cc that engage with the

discursive and matenia spaees tha uch a removal opens up. I am tmy’ng to un-

settle received defir ‘ tions of pedagogy by mul mplying tIe v ays in wF ich I am able
to act on ann in the unicer uty both as the Inappnopr’ate/d 0 ben and as the pmiv’-

leged speaking n’akmng subject rying H onlca’n th’ pni I ge

“ Gentile, F,’ln’ 5’ no z’ en —

‘~A Selvin personal corresp nde ice,
84 Gentile, lila, Fe’ lini r , p. 7,
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TFis ‘eme~ r, in a ‘allow-up Coalition 607 Cur:ieu mm and Ins ruct’oa 800

‘a planning, producing, an ‘making erse” mf da’ - ong fi m and video event

agnmst opuressu c Fray ledges and ways of kno ving a the emaiculun, ocdapog

and caenyday ii cat LFk -Madison. TI us time, we are not ‘acasing on any one for-

mation (race or class or geadem or nblemsm). Rather, we are engaging with each

other amid working against oppressi ‘e social formations on campus in ways that

try to “fin a commonality in ,he experience of difference without compromising

‘ts distinetuve mealitic and effects.’
83

Right nov’, the classroom practice that seems most capable of a complisisiag

this is one that facIlitates a k nd I comm nicatuon across differences that us best

represented by this statement. “If ,‘oo can talk to me ma ways hat sisoas yo under-

sta d that you- knowledge of n ic the world, and is” Right thi sg o do’ avil always

he par - , in,eaested and 00 entia by’ oppressim tt others, and if I can do the

sam then we can wa-k toge hem on ahsapmg and reshaping aliiances for eons ruet-

ing e aeon’ stances in wh’cis studea,s of d’ffeaencc can thrive.’

‘ Goat’le, Fir enszn’sn3, p. I.
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