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s educators struggle with increasing pressures
to normalize, count,and produce learnings as
ocumented performances, they are forever
tempted to count their proverbial chickens before they
really hatch. The historical mission of education in the
USA, like that in most industrial nations, has long
required teachers to promote and maintain a single set
ofbehavioral and cultural norms. This assumed stasis
provides inadequate grounding for teachers who must
face the alleged injustices cited by representatives of
numerous groups who hold divergent values and
cultural norms. Such grievances often demand that
educators and students change in order to adapt to new
ways of thinking, acting, and feeling. Educators often
struggle to forge a compromise between standardized
values and established knowledge domains and a
variety of new claims for recognition. As a result
some may cling defensively to established customs and
a single set of cultural norms or values. Or, they may
take the opportunity to respond creatively to these
potentially transformative times. This issue of Thresholds in Education has been designed to present how
selected authors have explored creative ways to help
themselves and their students make the transition
toward more democratic and diverse communities.
We believe that these articles and book reviews
offer a fresh and critical look at self construction in the
context of conventional and usually unquestioned
conceptions of community. Even more generally, they
invite us to question our beliefs about reality itself.
Several of our authors reflect the ideas of John Dewey
who, in Democracy and Education (1 9 161, rethought
the interrelated themes of individuality, social adjustment, community life, and creativity over 85 years ago.
Llke Dewey in his own day, our authors must not only
perform the positive task of manufacturing new perspectives. but, more critically, they must also attempt to
lift the covert veils of suspicion, superstition, and
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prejudice that cloud some part of each of our minds as
educators. It is so difficult to stand sentinel over our
own biases and axiomatic assumptions when we have
been conditioned to old ways of thinking. Each educator has the responsibility for self re-education in these
challenging times. Articles llke the ones contained here
can serve as means toward self criticism.
Critical theorists, as different from one another as
Dewey and Man. agree on one important point. As
praxis philosophers, they argue that we only come to
know our world when engaged in the struggle to
transform it. Our featured educators envision a world
where diversity is celebrated as a catalyst for genuinely
communicative and creative practices. Because these
writers identify the exploration or diversity as an active
process, they ask their readers to immerse themselves
in the experiential settings they describe. We are
invited here to imagine ourselves as foreign exchange
students in a new and promising land. The authors
further ask us to use our creativity in the various ways
suggested in order to seek greater adaptability and
flexibility in our own professional and personal lives.
This, they hypothesize, will serve to reduce some of the
anxieties so often associated with approaches to
unfamiliar cultural and behavioral possibilities as,
together, we seek to transform our shared reality.
Unfortunately, the topic of diversity is often associated with feelings of resentment andor guilt. We
believe that the reader will find very little of either in
these articles. Still, we acknowledge that the hegemonic cultural relations that have emerged historically,
are strongly opposed here. Too many people would
rather forget uncomfortable realities, especially when
they feel that they have had no hand in them. Though
this amnesia may be understandable, it forms a barrier
against the truiy creative social conditions we seek for
o w students and clients. Educators with a social
conscience are often our most effective watchdogs for
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educational and political equality, and they do strongly
promote an agenda of tolerance, democratic rights, and
cultural space-giving to disparate groups. As editors,
we endorse their implicit protest and their explicit
cornrnihents to socialjustice.
Taken together, these articles therefore promote
the position that educational praxis toward bansformation is requisite in a changing world. The problem is
that the world changes in many and sometimes contradictory directions. How creative and flexible can
educators be while fulfillingtheir responsibility to teach
facts, measure performances. and count outcomes? In
an effort to seriously consider this question. we have
brought together writings diverse in both style and
substance including autobiography, research, and
intuitive reflection. We seek to keep alive the question
of democratic educational environments, practices, and
opportunities. These authors offer representative
testimony for those American educators whose egalltarian epistemologes stimulate both individual and
group creativity.
In closing, we wish to emphasize how much
pleasure we take in the diversity of howledge-seeking
strateges presented in this volume. These articles are
ambitious in claiming to represent refreshed/critical
insights into diverse methods of knowledge manufacturing. They signal ways that educators may promote
community-building initiatives. In the end,as these
authors theorize, diversity in howledge generation will
show that there are far greater dangers in the human
psyche than social and epistemological inclusivity. Our
hope is that readers may discover that educators are
not only counting their learning outcomes as if they
were chickens before they hatched, they are counting
the wrong chickens. Dynamically interactive and
exploratory learning environments may lead to outcomes in a world we have still to imagine.
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experiential learning as educators know it. Through the
he most exciting moments of learning can result
use of these concepts and metaphors and the language
From our seizing opportunities which come Iike
associated with them, rhe authors hope to connect with
wind and move like water. The difference
readers' experiences with colaborative learning.
between an engaged and engaging learning group that
is energizing and one that just does not seem to work
may be in how the instn~ctor(s)promote and foster a
Barriers to Collaborative Learningclimate that allows the benefits of collaborative learning
Barriers are ideas, patterns or ways of thinking and
to be fully realized. How can instructors hetp individual
perceiving the world that impede effective group
students and groups of students seize opportunrties for
hnctioning. Barriers prevent people from seeing
enriching their personal and
learning opportunities that
professional lives?
surround them. Since these
The authors conceived
occasions
are not in one's
collaborative learning groups,
the subject matter for this
conscious awareness, they
paper through their lived exthe potential to increase learning
missed,
perience of working with
0ppottunities by s~pporfing
The authors have
cohort groups in graduate
observed the following
peers' objectives is ofen
and undergraduate adult
barriers in their experiences
education programs. Addiobscured by tunnel vision,
with collaborative learning
tionat insights were gleaned
- groups: Tunnel Vision, The
from their personal autobiRut, Automatic Vision, and
ographies. One co-author has studied extensively at
Dead Space (T. Brown, personal communication,
Tom Brown. JT.'sTracking, Nature, and Wilderness
1992). I
Survival Schools. The other co-author has worked with
nature photography in a variety of wilderness settings.
Tunnel V ~ i o n
In the sharing of these experiences, the authors lived
In a tunnel, one focuses on the light at the endpoint
out the collaborative learning process where new
or on ways to move out of the tunnel as quickly as
metaphors that contributed to the substance of this
possible. Because the tunnel is dark, and light (focus)
article were developed.
is at the end, one usually does not see what is along the
Tom Brown studied under and gained most of his
sides. Students in adult degree programs enter with
ideas and knowledge from Stalking Wolf, an Apache
high expectations and specific goals, most often seeking
scout and medicine person who lived his vision of
the credential to support personal and professional
seeking universal truths and sharing those with others.
development. They are focused on accomplishing their
individual goals, walking a path on the straight and
Many of the skills associated with Tom Brown's
narrow, seeing only the destination, and ignoring
knowledge have been learned through "dirt time"
possible opportunities along the way. While some
(Brown & Morgan, 1983, p. i 5) or being in direct,
eventually broaden their vision, many students become
intense personal contact with what is being studied or
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stuck in this mode and do not recognize the full potential of the educational experience. This "preoccupation
with self' is described by Patterson as the greatest
bamer to awareness of things outside oneself (1989, p.
9). In collabclrative learning groups, the poter~tialto
increase learning opportunities by supporting peers'
objectives is often obscured by tunnel vision.
Steve, a student in an accelerated bachelor's
degree program in management exemplified this
phenomenon. Steve had been a manager for 15 years,
but never completed a degree. He saw his educational
program as an efficient way to complete his degree as
quickly as possible. Since he already "knew everything" going in, he did not believe his classmates had
anything to teach him. He spent most of his energy
trying to convince them that his views were the correct
ones.
Another form of tunnel vision stems from students'
expectations from prior educational experiences that
knowledge is created by and received from experts.
Many students do not acknowledge the value of their
own experience nor the experiences of their peers as a
way of accessing and creating knowledge. Horton
(1990) discovered that people who attended his workshops...
didn't value their own experience because they
were never allowed to or taught how. They
had been taught to listen to somebody else and
to follow directions, though they had come with
an enormous amount o f experience. They just
hadn't learned from it and therefore didn't
value this experience. I knew that i t was
necessary to do things in the opposite way, to
draw out of people their experience, and to
help them value group experiences and learn
fromthem. (pp. 147 & 157)

Although Horton was talking specifically about an
oppressed Appalachian population, many parallels can
be drawn to adult college students. They, too, have not
learned to value their own experiences. The role of the
instructor and enlightened peers is to draw out autobiographical experiences through the collabrative learning
process.

The Rut
In thinking of a rut, many examples come to mind:
a comfortable place, a known path, a paved road, and a

4

worn trail. One might also think of utilizing only predominant learning styles, relying on limited ways of
knowing and secure modes of inquiry, sitting in consistent class seating patterns, following routine assignments, or being trapped in internal monologue or
conversations with self (Howell, 1990, pp. 128-138). A
rut might pertain also to attitudes held about teaching
and learning such as what role students' experiences
should have in adult degree programs and adhering
bt indly to "good teaching practice," such as using small
group discussion, journaling, or student projects. Desire
for security. coupled with fear of the unknown, can be
a powerhl influence that keeps students and teachers
entrenched in repetitive, sometimes dyshnct ional.
behavior and thinking.

A major risk that is involved
in learning contexts is a
resultingform ofdisequilibrium
known as cultural suicide.
-. -

-

-

-

Advantages to, and motivations for, staying on a
familiar path can be found. Routine tasks allow for
automatic responses in thinking and behav~or,resulting
in effic~entuse of time and energy. People can be
depended upon In predictable ways. Of course, less
risk and pain are involved. Last, since options are
limited, choices seem clear.
A major risk that is involved in learning contexts is
a resulting form of disequilibrium known as cultural
suicide. Often students grow and develop in ways that
go beyond their cultural boundaries or mores and norms
(those traditional ways of behaving in one's work
setting and with family and friends). Fear of not fitting
in with one's people or, in the worst case, being outright
rejected can lead to resistance to pursuing certain
streams of inquiry deemed appropriate by dominant or
mainstream society but that are taboo in the students'
home culture. The same can be said for students who
attempt to pursue inquiry that is inconsistent with the
dominant culture's worldview.
A good example of this situation is found in the
character portrayed as hta (a returning adult student)
in Educating Rita (Russell, 19831, a popular film. Rita
moves through a phase where she seriously considers
what influences her personal growth and her education
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have had on her cho~cesof work, motherhood, further
schooling, friends, and values. As a result, she quits her

job as a beautician and chooses not to have a baby
ultimately leading to the dissolution of her marriage.

The film captures quite well the point of what cultural
obstacles await some students. Most students, at least
initially, are not conscious of such issues related to their
returning to school.
Staying in a rut keeps us from fully engaging in the
collaborative process. Hearing others' stories can
often enlighten us to diverse ways of seeing. Certain
voices may be heard consistently on every topic 10 the
exclusion of other discourses. This situation occurred
with classmates Joanne and Fred, who were both
police officers. They spent most of their time with
those most like themselves and with whom they felt
most comfortable. They sat in the same seats each
class and did not venture out beyond what became a
closed clique. Although other students seemed motivated to learn from these people, the feeling was not
mutual. Members in this group gave minimal attention
to what the rest of their classmates had to say. When
group members perceive things in one way or stop at
the first right answer, they miss opportunities to learn
from individuals who hold different perspectives.
Most students have come to expect clear, concise
instructions regarding assignments with little room for
personal and group choices. They stay in that rut,
showing resistance when an instructor gives seemingly
vague instructions and offers negotiation and choices in
regard to assignments. Students spend enormous
amounts of time and energy trying to figure out what
the instructor "really" wants in terns of completing
assignments. This educational situation is a deadly
form of the rut. In collaborative learning groups,
assignments with minimal direction and no clear maps
for completion can be enorrnousIy anxiety producing for
some and exhilarating for others. In either case,
instructors are seeking to have students "make the road
by walking" (Horton & Freire, 1990, title), indirectly
moving them out of a familiar way of approaching
assignments and thereby ex tending learning opportunities. Last. relying on the instructor to provide exclusive
or at least primary feedback of students' work can lead
to students' undervaluing each other's contributions.
Helping participants to develop competence in critiquing
each other's ideas and work can promote collaboration
where they are Iess afraid and realize the value in both
giving and receiving meaningful feedback.
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Automatic Visionmead Space
In everyday circumstances, people are drawn to
certain aspects of what is before them, not seeing the
rest. Young parents, eager to record their child's
development on film, will snap a picture of a smiling
toddler blissfully playing in the sand. When the film is
developed, they are dismayed to discover in the picture
somebody's disembodied elbow that seems to be
growing out of the child's head. From where did that
elbow come? They did not see it when they took the
photo. Trained photographers, on the other hand, see
what is in the space and selectively choose what they
want to portmy.
When people rely on auton~aticvision. intentionally
or unintentionally ignoring what is in the dead space,
they block opprtunit ies for collaborative learning.
Dead space includes the phenomena that is present but
nut seen. One way this condition occurs is through
labeling. When things or people are labeled, expectations are set up for who they are or how they are to be
seen, which prevents others from seeing them in their
fullness. ln an educational sett~ng,a possible disadvantage of knowing classmates' life hhistories is that
assumptions ace made concerning already knowing
what is going to be said. Thus, relevant contributions
might be ignored. For example, if Joe were a police
oflicer, his classmates may perceive his comments
from that context and miss seeing other aspects of Joe.
[f Barb were laheled as an annoying person, people
easily may discount any of her comments. even when
she may have something valuable to contribute. Students often have preconceived notions of teachers as
knowledgeable authorities; therefore, contributions hy
instructors are awarded higher value than interpretations by peers.
Patterson (1989) reminds people that as they
become familiar with things, they automatically classify
or categorize them with labels. Doing so prevents
people from seeing things (or other people) as unique.
When a label is attached, people sometimes use it as an
excuse not to discuss an idea so that it is understood
completely. When people assume that they understand
what someone is saying, they fail to probe, question, or
otherwise attempt to clarify meaning, and the opportunity to learn is lost. When people attach labels to ideas,
they are unintentionally agreeing that they understand
the concepts without actually examining them. Ideas
that are not adequately explored by the group remain in
the dead space. People establish their worldview by

mentally organizing the mass of stimuli around them.
They train themselves to accept certain realities and
ignore others.
Once we have achieved order in our lives. we
stick with the realities we have established.
We seldom try to rediscover the possible value
of ignored stimuli, and are reluctan1 to do so as
long as the old ones still seem to be working.
We develop a tunnel vision, which gives us a
clear view of the rut ahead of us, but prevents
us from seeing the world around us. (Patterson,
1989, p. 10)
Worldview construction is a naturally occurring
process that "embraces knowledge, ideas. feelings.
values, assumptions and beliefs" (McKenzie. 1 99 1,
p. 15) and influences how people see and respond to
the world around them. In the rut, individuals become
firmly entrenched in their worldviews. One response i s
only paying attention to ideas, concepts, and contributions that support this worldview. The dead space
includes other possibilities that exist but are not acknowledged.

When students make requests
to deviate from a stated
assignment and venture into
related topics or employ
varied inquiry modes, how do
educators typically respond?
In Some Lessons in Metaphysics, Jose Ortega Y
Gasset (1 969) teaches that people need to give something or someone their full attention to become conscious of it (them). Often in a class discussion, someone will raise an issue that brings to a conscious
awareness that which the other learners have known
all along but never really thought of in quite that way.
When we discover them [truths] for the first
time, it seems to us that we have always
known them, but had not noticed them; that
they were there before us, but veiled and
covered. Therefore, it is true that truth is
discovered; perhaps truth is no more than

discovery, the litting of a veil or a cover from
what was already there- (p. 10)
Discovering the learning opportunities that exist
involves lifting the veil and venturing beyond automatic
vision and peering into the dead space. People's
unwillingness to do so w i l l cotltitlue to create barriers to
collaborat~veIzam~tlg.

Deepening Awareness:
Moving Beyond the Barriers
Seizing learning opportunities involves finding ways
to remove the barriers that prevent us from seeing
what is in front of us and increasing ot~e'spowers of
awareness. The six areas of awareness-Wide Angle
Vision, Varied Vision, Focused Hearing. Sacred Silence,
and Total Sensory Awareness-are borrowed fmm the
work of Tom Brown (T. Brown, personal communication, 1992). The authors have added an additional area
from their experience with students, Reflective Vision
or Mirroring.

Wide Angle Vision
The advantage of a more sophisticated camera
becomes apparent when the photographer desires to
capture the breadth of a scene, to look at the whole
picture, and to be aware of the larger context. Having
the ability to change a lens to wide angle in cohort
groups can also help students focus in on their peers'
interests, strengths, and experiences so that the collaborative process can be enriched. Even when one
student uses this lens, the entire group is helped.
For example, when Sue visited the library to
conduct research for her course paper, she intentionally employed a wide-angle vision to keep a Iookout for
material about employee selection practices related to
her classmate Estaban's job as a human resource
manager and to the topic of his paper. No requirement
had been made to use this lens on the behalf of a peer,
but Sue just happened to see some materials and
checked them out for Estaban to review. This example
was selected to demonstrate that the power of different
lenses could be used to add contributions not only to an
individual's personal development but also to that of
other individuals and to the learning group as a whole.
In Sue's case and in the case of many others like
her, students open their vision from time to time and
move from the tunnel vision of attending to focused
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o be successful and memorable, we often think
artistic images must be public works that have
great exposure and, as a result, have great
impact on society and the individual. Yet the artistic
images of the everyday surround and envelop us with
subtle influence that carries us through our lives. The
space we inhabit is rich with artistic images that are
otten overlooked because the artist and her work have
been devalued in some way. Contributions that are not
public have minimal opportunity for public recognition
and, therefore, are minimized within the private sphere.
Women's self-representation is a relatively new
category of discourse, still searching for space to call
home. According to Leigh Gilmore (1 994) in

of a group to the whole is dangerous. Looking at
women's lives and seeing only fragmentation also
speaks to a way of seeing and interpreting that i s onedimensional and traditionalIy male. Seeing lives as
disconnected, interrupted, and fragmented does nat give
us the opportunity to look at ways that those fragments
are woven into seamlrss tapestries.
The interruptions of life often house possibilities for
expanding the notion of'the eb-eryday and help us
identify connections that might otherwise be invisible.
Recognizing the artistic images in the everyday is
impossible when the view to wholeness is seen as only
p~ssiblewithin unintempted connections.
This dialogue looks at the artistic images of the

Looking at women s' lives and seeing only f r a p entation also speaks to a way
of seeing and interpreting that is one-dimensional and traditionally male.
.-

--

.

-

Aufobiugruphics: A Feminist Theory of Women i
SeQlRepresentation, autobiography traditionally has
been "stories of 'representative man' in his role as
poet, scholar, citizen, politician, and hero" @p. 1-3).
This comprehensive feminist critique of autobiography
as a genre expands h e definition of autobiography and
recognizes that gender is not the only or even the most
appropriate way of categorizing women. Class, race,
and sexual orientation are also categories of analysis
that might give more information or connect people In
additional ways.
In her introduction to one of the first feminist
anthologies of autobiography criticism, Women k
Autobiography: Essws in Criticism. Estelle Jelinek
(1980) states that because women's lives were fragmented, interrupted, and disconnected so too were their
autobiographies. Introducing gender into autobiographical studies and generalizing particular aspects of some
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everyday and the creation of space that encourages
and supports the development ofvoice. Using feminist
theory and autobiographical criticism as a base, this
study in self-representation and autobiography tells the
stories of a group of women. It explores elements of
public and private space, the awakening and recognition
of personal artistry, and the impact that artistry has on
the individual and those it touches. Finally. implications
for education are discussed, including some strategies
for supporting the recognition and development o f
artistic voice.

Beginning Conversations
This preliminary work explores the artistic images
in the lives of a number of women. While this is yet
another look at a homogeneous group of womenwhite, suburban, middte-class, educated womenimplications exist for other women. Since the study
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allows each woman to explore and define artistry
within her own life and to reflect on how that artistry is
used to expand on the roles to which she has been
culturally assigned, using this format with more diverse
groups of women is possible.
The women in this group range in age from mid40's to mid-50's; four are married, and one 1s s~ngle;
four have been divorced; four have children, and one
has none. While the educational levels vary, as a
group, they are well read and have an interest in issues
related to women. All are sporadic journal-keepers
with varying degrees of sat~sfactionwith the process.
Each woman was asked ahout her own definitions
of art and how she saw herself and her life w~thinher
definition of art: Based otl -Four dc#inriron qj'nrf do
you see yoursew us creatitrg ( ~ r within
t
,r'orrr owr
Ilfe? Looking at the d v f ~ r ~ n r .befireen
r
public nnd
pvivute space and artisfir rreulrnns ihni ur-e avuifable within each space. rioes )-.our personirf urtisry
Jr within either sphere? Gi~rctr~ h mult~ple
r
roles
you play and the diflerrng Jcrnnnd~on your rime
and energy, is there coniinrrify wrfhin your life and
your artisfty?
Through conversations. thcmes emerged that
further explain the artistic voice within the everyday
and how this voice encourages greater understanding
and acceptance of self. These themes, although called
different things wlthin the texts of each conversation,
are present in varying ways in the lives of each
woman. Although at some point, one theme plays a
bigger role than another, all are present at any given
time and place.
Themes
Written autobiography is one way of creating a
time and place to get to know the self. Autobiography
provides not only the opportunity to record events and
feelings, but this appmach also provides opportunity for
creation and reflection. This type of writing gives the
writer a place for toying with ideas and interpretations.
From this point, we create meaning that is directly
related to who we are, which helps us to know ourselves as individuals. Remembering that truth is the
balance somewhere between the disclosed and
unrevealed, through autobiography we attempt to learn
more truth about ourselves.
But the written word is just one means of recording
and reflecting on what we want to remember and how
we want to explore the truth. For many women, time
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for writing and the importance of this recording becomes lost in the daily routine of work, both inside and
outside the home. The proscribed roles of wife,
mother, worker, friend, daughter, student, and neighbor
take on exponentially expanding responsibilities in this
day and age. The physical responsibilities of these
roles and the cultural definitions of good or bad behavior within each of these functions attempt to limit the
space for artistry within the everyday.
The women interviewed for this study expanded
the de fnition of autobiography to include creations of
space, opportunity. and growth. The use of the expanded definition of autob~ographyand self-narrative
not only assisted these women in finding and listening to
them own voices, but also made the process possible for
others as they created space and opportunity for
themselves. A de tinit ion of art appeared throughout
each interview. Art is that act or activity, even the
most routine and mundane, that is completed in some
extraordinary way and, as a result, the creator or
observer 1s forced to look at what they had done or
seen in another way.

Margin, Metaphor, and Mystery
The themes of margin, mefaphor, and mystery
emerged as a way of creating and finding personal
meaning while trying to make sense of our roles and
the locations we inhabit.

Margin
Being in the margins, off to the s ~ d and
e not part of
the mainstream, i s a common location fur women
within our society. By virtue of this marginality, most of
what we do as women takes place in private space.
Those who move out of the margins and toward the
center do so at a price. The women interviewed for
this research were aware of the decisions they made,
both consciously or unconsciously, to remain in the
margins and to develop that space as their own. Each
woman talked about how she did not hke or fit particular molds for the roles she inhabited. They all felt
uncomfortable with the preconceived attitudes and
behaviors they felt they were expected to hold.
The group made mention of the women they knew
who went before them in resisting andlor redefining
how to be a wife, mother, daughter, worker, etc. Those
who came before were their role models and heroines.
Life in the margins became a means of resistance,
resisting the cultural boundaries and limits women

experienced.
Since these women felt their personal artistry was
exhibited in private space, the marginality of their awn
existence in no way limited their artistic voice. In fact,
the marginality allowed for greater creativity and
expression because each woman had few expectations
of the greater community. One woman felt the sparseness of the life she created was directly related to her
sense of over stimulation and exhaustion from the
demands and limits of the outside world. The creation
of space that fell along minimalist functional lines
allowed her to recoup energy and strength. Her
garden, although more riotous in color and symmetry,
still follows a functionalist line by theme. Its purpose is
to attract butterflies.
Being in the margins did allow for greater rnovement and expression not sanctioned by the mainstream,
although children sometimes balked at the parental
choice of marginal existence. The sense of self that
can be created and expressed within the margins often
clash with the teenage expectations of motherhood, and
this reality caused conflict for one participant. Her
teenage daughters found her creative and artistic
efforts an embarrassment. When they expressed their
anger at her artistic work, gardening and photography,
she listened and supported their anger, but rehsed to
change. Her hope was that they would eventually see
the importance of creating for yourself. doing what you
must do, and not being limited by what others. even
those whom you love. expect. Her artistic voice
became a means of resistance for her and, perhaps at
some later date, a model for her children.

Metaphor
Another woman's private space was directly
related to the cyclical nature of the seasons. She
created space to capitalize and reflect the light and heat
energies of the season. She used the seasons to
support and enhance her work, allowing herself and
others to 'kithdraw and hibernate'' during the winter,
crawling into a cozy cave ofa room to work on those
things stored in the past. During the Spring, she moved
to light and airy space that encouraged shedding that
baggage of the past and fccusing on growth and
renewal. Even personal appearance (color and style of
dress, jewelry, hair, etc.) can be a metaphor that
transmits far more than we normally are able based on
the limitations of time and place. This woman saw the
disconnections and interruptions of her life as part of a

rich tapestry that allowed for variation in color and
texture. While she occasionally felt she might miss a
thread in the "weaving" process, the patterns eventually made that clear and she either moved forward with
a variation on a theme or went back and pulled the
thread back into the weaving.
This metaphoric use of space and energy is seen
both indoors and out. The garden is frequently seen as
a metaphor for personal growth and artistry. Each of
the women involved in this study spoke of her garden
as a metaphor for her own sense of personal growth
and the development of those around her as well as the
symbolic representation of life as an unfolding process.
The garden provided space lor quiet and reflection as
we1 as a physical reminder of the natural sense of
mystery and the arb~trary.
The artistic voice of each \vuman was expressed
and enhanced by the metaphor. U s ~ n gmetaphor lo
discuss their feelings or give examples of their work
made clear their understanding of the artistic nature of
their existence. W~thintheir self-described marginality
of existence, the use of metaphor allowed tor expression that might otherwise remain unvoiced.

Mystery
The space around each of us represents many
aspects of oursetves. The self we share with others is
often the edited and reconstructed self that we wish we
were or the self we hope to be. The space around us
allows the self to be seen on several levels: literal (in
the role of woman, wife, mother, friend, daughter,
student, etc.), metaphoric (representing the language of
symbols), and spiritual (representing the conduit to real
or authentic self on the search for the real path).
The space around us allows us to hide or be seen
and is space that nurtures and supports or hinders and
discounts our sense of self and worth. In our traditional
roles as mother or wife, women are given or take on
the responsibility of others. So our space must make
way for our sense of self and the other. This point is
often where the dilemma lies. How do we create
space (physical and emotional opportunity and room)
for our own sense of self and that of others? How can
we nurture the development and recognition of our
sense of self and others?
For several of the women interviewed, reflection
brought a sense of mystery to their lives that they had
not intended. Suddenly, it became obvious to them that
they had not always chosen to do certain things, but
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that, given who they were, they had no choice but to do
exactly what they had done. They did not choose hut
followed a path that was inev~tablefor them. A sense
of connection with those things beyond their awn
present understanding appeared to be at work around
them. This sense of mystery, instead of limiting or
crimping their style, in fact expanded it. An understanding of the connection to life beyond the obvious
and the known served to free these women to see and
do more than they had expected.

Continued Conversations
Th~spreliminary look at artistic images and the
development of voice poses some interesting questions
and possibilities. While the conversations with this
group of women identified three themes and created a
shared definition of art in the everyday, further conversations are necessary to learn more about margin,
metaphor, and mystery. Within each conversation, a
sense of isolation or disconnection was revealed as
each woman spoke of the artistic images in her everyday life. The sense that others might not see or agree
with her own definition or thoughts on the topic was
clearly demonstrated and added to the marginality of
her artistic expression. While for some, the possibility
of rejection was not a problem, for others, it was,
especially since their marginality was not self imposed,
but forced.
Continued discussjvns with this group of women
and other diverse groups would broaden the conversation and surface the isolation fell by some. Exploring
the artistic images of the everyday. taking, listening,
sharing, and connecting threads to weave stories into
those tapestries allows us all (especially women) to tell
our own stories for ourselves and for those who will
listen.

Implications for Education
When thinking about how this study provides
implications for education, many questions come to
mind. How does our educational system support the
development of artistic voice? Do we see that through
apparent disconnected and fragmented lives, a richness
exists that transcends the ordinary and has value in and
of itself'? Within the context of formal education, can
the growth and development of artistic voice be en-

couraged andor supported? By what means would we
prepare teachers and students to use these margins,
metaphors, and mysteries in their educational biographies and autobiographies? Do we, as educators,
believe that artistic images of the everyday and the
development of artistic voice have any place within the
confines of the academic endeavor?
These questions fundamentally ask if we see
connections between the particular and the general, the
private and the public. Do we see that more routine
private processes of the everyday have implications for
public process of a more unusual and global nature?
Do we see that life in the margins allows for a sense of
time and space that may utilize energy in a more
creative and inclusive fashion'?
Education is the process of expanding personal
horizons and boundaries--building definitions that
include and see connections that might not have been
visible in the past. Encouraging. providing opportunities
and possibili t~es,and developing or allowing personal
artistry to unfold is indeed part ofthe educational
process.
Women's self-representat1011, in the broadest
definition, is largely unmapped territory based on the
historical and social dimensions of the lives of women.
As we recognize the value of that self-representation,
we will develop tools for mapping. We will see the
unfolding artistry and perhaps recognize connections
that are present within the marginal territory of those
lives.
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Life as Art:
The Cultivation of Gifts
Patricia lnman
Northern Illinois University

A

s a friend, I am a selfish person. I cherish
each and every one of my friends for their
niqueness, and I savor their specialness to a
point of indulgence. My friends range in age from the
newly arrived to those who are finding closure in their
earthly experience; male and female; those whom
society has defined as intellectually gifted to those it
has defined as mentally deficient; those who love to
cook as I do to those who will not step foot ~n the
kitchen but always bring their sense of humor to our

The mass media promulgates a monoculture. While
many speak of this loss, few are able to define its
cause.
I believe that 1 have found the answer in the
wrirings of Ivan Illich, who believes that beauty, mystery, and surprise, once verq much a part of living, are
diminished through our loss of self, rootedness, and
community. He has developed several themes describ-

ing an organic creativity whose dynamics lead to the
ultimate aesthetic-a thriving commons rich in diverse
gifts. Just as a tapestry gains depth and richness from
threads of differing color and type in its warp and woof,
so too does a community benefit from diversity.

gatherings.
I suppose this appreciation of diverse gifts emerges
from my twenty-some years of working in the field of
special education. While the institutional programs
viewed my students as having special needs, 1 saw
The Emerging Self as the Basic Element
them as having special gifts. Yet those of us who are
Illich is an idealist. Unl~kethe seasoned consumers
not quite as challenged, we often sell ourselves shon.
we have become, Illich extols that which cannot be
What could we possibly have to
quantified or bought. This
offer? Our institutions that teach
thought flies in the face of a
U S to strive for and value
sociek that has been able to
We define ourselves in
sameness leave little room for
commodi Fy almost everything.
the alienated sense what
specialness. Workshops and
Musical ralenr has been
seminars admonish us to tolerreplaced with the CD.
we have consumed rather
ate difference. As we globalize
Healing has been replaced
than who we are.
and homogenize, we lose the
with medical benefits. Recreation has become TV. Learnsense of ourselves. Managing
gifts is much easier when they are all the same. Gitts
ing has evolved into costly education. We define
that have been commodified are more easily defined
ourselves in the alienated sense of what we have
and manipulated.
consumed rather than who we are.
While sameness makes life mure efficient, we feel
We listen to the institutionalized message that
the loss of a valuable part of life. In our attempt to be
confuses wants with needs. One is more easily sold a
productive, honoring mediocrity and minimizing the
bill of goods when one is defined as needy. In an
value of difference are much more practical. As
attempt to assure their survival, institutions ask us to
Charlene Spretnak states in Resurgence of the Real,
view ourselves as inadequate, insufficient, lacking, or
"...thedomination and elimination of difference has
incomplete rather than endowed. We are convinced
that more will make us happier, when more really just
resulted in patterns of persecution and loss played out
confuses the issue of who we are. Our sense of Self
over our generation" (1997, p. 29). The beauty of the
has been created by others rather than discovered from
commons is diminished with the denial of discrete
within.
talents. In our production-line mentality, indvidual
Only through developing an awareness of both Self
actions that vary from the norm can be detrimental.

of

16

Thresholds in Education (2002, Vol. XXVIII No.2)

and the obstacles on this journey can one truly unfold.
One does not compose a soul, one discovers the beauty
that is. In discussing this process with a friend, a
suggestion was made that this might be compared to
the process of peeling back layers of an onion. The
heart of the allrutn lies at the end of the arduous task of
uncovering the very part of the plant that creates new
life.
In the Vineyard of the Text (I llich, 1994) is a
historical documentation of how drastically our search
for wisdom has changed since the 12th century. At
that time, the search for wisdom was a search for
someone, not something. True wisdom was finding the
Divine within us. Wisdom was viewed as something
that illuminated one so that they might recognize
themselves. "The world is represented as if its beings
all contained their own source of light" (Illich, 1 994. p.
19). Learning was based upon self-discovery. Only by
knowing what gilts one has to offer can the creative
emergence of the commons occur.

Vernacular as Context

!
i

I
I

!

a
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What has been lost, then, is the aesthetic that is
impossible to quantify or commodify. Just as the
Aztecs believed that true knowledge of the Divine
could only be attained through artistic creation, so Illich
believes that we have lost what is real as we deny our
senses, and in the process, our Selves. Our metaphor
of body as computer has us experiencing life as images.
not reality. Rather than viewing ourselves within
embodied experience. we allow others to define us and
to deny our unique beauty. The image that we have
been sold, that of body a s a lifeless system, denies our
creativity. "Therefore, i t appears to me that we must
recover our use of senses in a society of technogenic
images" (lllich, 1993, p. 1).
Illich laments the loss of vernacular. Vernacular
for Illich implies a sense of specialness, a sense of
place, a unique sense of being.
Vernacular comes from an Indo-Germanic root
that implies "rootedness"and "abode".
Vernaculum, as a Latin word, was used for
whatever was homebrd, homespun, homegrown, homemade as opposed to what was
used in formal exchange...we need a simple
straightforward word to designate the activities
of people when they are not motivated by
thought of exchange, a word that denotes
autonomous, non-market related actions that by

i
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their very nature escape bureaucratic control,
satisfying needs to which, in the very process,
they give specific shape...By speaking about
vernacular language and the possibility of
recuperation, I am trying to bring into awareness and discussion the existence of a vernacular mode of being, doing and making that in a
future society might again expand all aspects of
life. (Illich, 198 1, pp. 49-50)

lllich often writes about the loss of locale in reference to language. In the pursuit of efficiency to meet
bureaucratic needs of the state, language was standardized, which limited the parameters with which one
views the world. As early as 1392, Antonio de Nebrija
extolled the benefits of a standard language that would
contribute to the expansion of Queen Isabel la
Catolica's empire. While barriers to communication
were minimized, language used to express one's
worldly perspective became homogenized. The beauty
of language nuance, as well as important human values,
was lost when embedded in vernacular idioms. Language rich in local culture became subsumed in "taught
mother tongue". 1llich explains,
Cultures that lived mostly on the sun subsisted
basicalIy on vernacular language that was
absorbed by each group through its o w n roots.
Just as power was drawn fkom nature mostly
by tools that increased the skill of fingers and
the power of arms and legs, so language was
drawn from the cultural environment through
the encounter with people, each of who could
smell and touch. Love, and hate. (1 992, p. 1 19)
Prior to our embracing a bureaucratic standard of
communication, language consisted of that which was
grown on the speaker's own grounds as opposed to
that which was planted by others. Language was an
art reflective of an area's unique culture.
Our disengagement from sense of place has been
magnified in the deconstructionist, postmodem analysis
that asserts that we never know anything about our
local patch of the biosphere because we can only know
what our particular society has invented (Spretnak,
1970, p. 27).
Creative power is a one-way process superimposed upon individuals. This prmess is a denial of
what is real and organic. Language is viewed as a tool

that further removes us from our roots and invites
mediocrity while silencing inspired selves.

Dwelling as an Art
Illich provides us with another example of the
potential for human creativity through the concept of
dwelling. "To dwell is an art ....The human is the only
animal who is an artist, and the art of dwelling is part of
the art of living" (1992, p. 55). Speaking of a time past
when one actually created living spaces, he says, "To
dwell then meant to inhabit one's own traces, to let
daily life write the webs and h o t s of one's biography
into the landscape" (p.55). Illich goes on to compare
vernacular architecture to vernacular speech. Each
reflects the culture in which one is immersed. "For the
dweller, the center of the world is the place where he
lives" (p. 57). All living centers around the place
where one dwells, unlike today where one centers life
around the place where one works for wages that pay

on wage labor. As, a result, that work that added
quality to the home was disvalued. Wage earning
(usually accomplished by men)clearly became a
priority. Artistic dwelling was replaced by efficient
laboring. Now, rather than creating a home, one
worked for wages to afford a res~dence.

SpontaneousArtistic Collaboration
Eric Fromm defines Illich's approach to life as
"humanist radical~sm."Thls perspective 1s organic in
that indimduals who have defined their sense of self
then collaborate in creative living in the space Illich
defines as the "commons." The commons is that part
of the environment that lays beyond a person's own
threshold and outside his or her own possession, but to
which that person has a recognized claim of usage, not
for the production of commodities, but to provide for
the subsistence of h n (Illich, 1982, p. 18). It is within
this commons that gifts are exchanged. Creative

All living centered around the place where one dwelt, unlike today
where one centers life around the place where one works far wages
thatpay for theplace where we now only sleep.
for the place where we now only sleep. As IIlich
enplams, we live our life by a phone and sleep next to a
garage. Indeed, "the resident lives in a world that has
been made" (p. 57), not one that he or she has constructed.
Housing provides cubicles in which residents
are housed .... The art of living for him is
forfeited; he has no need for the art of dwelling
because he needs an apartment; just as he has
no need for the art of suffering because he
counts on medical assistance and has probably
never thought about the art of dying. (Illich,
1992,p. 57)
For Illich, industrial society has attempted to make
every citizen into a resident, which absolves him or her
from the duty of dwelling.
This latter concept greatly influences the concept
of work and gender. h o r to the industrial age, work
revolved around the home, and while the work of men
and women was asymmetrical, both roles were honored. Work in factories encouraged families to depend
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connections of self-realized individuals are the ultimate
artistic expression.
In his introduction to Illich's Celebration of
Awareness (1 970), Eric Fromm speaks of radical doubt
as a key element to this life view.
Radical doubt is a process; a process of
liberation from idolatrous thinking; a widening
of awareness, of imagnation, creative vision of
our possibilities and options. This radical
approach does not occur in a vacuum. It does
not start from nothing, but it starts from the
roots...When we speak of man, we speak of
him not as a thing, but as a process, we speak
of his potential for developing all of his powers;
those for greater intensity of being, greater
harmony, greater love, greater awareness. (p.
8)
Just as in a great work of art, the quality of material greatly influences the aesthetics of a creation, so it

is true that unless individuals develop their unique gifts.
the beauty of organic connections will be inhibited. In
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this sense, one cannot predict what the end result will
resemble. Faith in the beauty of actualized, connected
selves provides hope for a dynamically transformed
society.
Illich's writing exposes us to entirely new possibilities. His themes are universal-a concern for one's
constant renewal-physically, spiritually,arid intellectually. The difficulty in this process lies in seeking and
celebrating mystery. The map for our journey is not
clear. We limit ourselves when we plan our creative
connections rather than trusting in the power of the
commons. We must have faith that if we do all that is
possible to develop our illuminated selves, a vigorous
commons will provide the ultimate artistic expression.
We have only the ability to celebrate the present. One
cannot rnanuge this creative process. A collective
aesthetic can only be the result of inspired connections
in an exchange of gifts.
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Participatory Inquiries in
Autobiographical Diversity Studies
Keith B.Annstrong
DePaul University

T

his study analyzes personal acquiescence to
internal and external forms of oppression with
the purpose of enabling diverse students to share
and, as a result, reduce the embarrassing impact of
their experiences. Participatory inquiry was the modlfied method used to identify and disarm the oppressions
that project participants experienced. This method
permitted individual perceptions to expand, thus empowering how participants will chose in the future to
resist accepting or promoting oppressive forces in
themselves, their families, and society.
Eight ethnographic categories of oppression
emerged from the research group: (1) physical, (2)
mentallpsychological, (3) racial, (4) gender, (5) sexual
orientation, ( 6 )socio-economic,class, or national origin,
(7)handi~appedph~sically
challenged, and (8) institutional.
Universiry education curriculums incorporate the
topics of anti-discrimination and anti-oppression education into each undergraduate program. While experts
(insmctors) present these topics, the students in the
programs often do not critically come to their own
conclusions about the significance of discrimination or
oppression. Further, schools often lay greater emphasis
on behavioral change than on a change of consciousness, where social praxis occurs. In an attempt to
investigate these possible oversights, an ongoing
participatory education project was launched, using
visual autobiography as a critical (or consciousnessraising) approach.

themselves and how they transfer oppression onto
other members in society by ( I ) understanding their
own experiences with oppression, (2) sharing those
experiences with the participatory group, and (3)
listening to the impact of oppression as experienced by
other participants. In examining similar concerns, Paulo
Freire's participatory inquiry employed the use of
photographs to stimulate oppressive memories in the
minds of his participants. In this study, a book conlaining 85 photographs showing various conditions of life
(Armstrong, 1996) was used by each participant to
recall previous oppressions.
After a problem-posing session and looking at
visual examples of oppression, students began composing autobiographical essays on oppression. This process
offered participants insight. Brown's work, Knowledge
is Power, supports biographical writing for insight:
"tracing personal experience offers rich possibilities for
grasping the ways in which major social trends and
events affected behavior and consciousness ..." (1 989,
P. 1).

Research Questions
The major purpose of this study was to answer the
following two questions: (1) Did the participatory
research identify oppression in its various forms of
social inequality? and (2) Did the participatory research
enable participants to propose ways to curb exploitation
of those with less political and economic power?

Purpose of the Study
While acting as a participating facilitator, this

Review of Literature:
Critical Education on Oppression
Because the putpose of this project was to promote

educator assisted each individual in the group to focus
on the problems of discrimination and oppression that
each member experienced and to discern how discrimination and oppression disempowered them. An assumption was made concerning each member of the
group. Participants can become more conscious of how
former oppressions control the way they feel about

democracy in society (and democracy within this
project in particular), oppression is considered nondemocratic. as educators like Henry Giroux posit ( 1 988,
p. 92). Therefore, oppression is studied for the purpose
of transforming it.
If students were to learn to transform oppression,
the process would have to k personally meaningful for
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them. Participatory research must be sensitive to the
learner's multiple subjectivities (Weiler, 1988) to allow
the learner to care about the oppressed person or to
care about their personal oppressions. This researcher
believes that critical thinking first asks the participant to
care about the issues that they are trying to understand-issues that are an extension of an experience
rooted in the community. In this sense, critical thinking
is more than merely a systematic unraveling of a
problem but a concern joined with the desire to liberate
real persons from the real pain of oppression.
Because abuse in the home will inevitably find its
way into the classroom as a potential barrier to dialogue
and voice, looking at this type of oppression is insightful. Most students spoke of abuse in each participatory
group, and Isaac Prilleltensky and Lev Gonick's article,

to leave the house, socialize, or get an education," but
equally abusive is, "[tlhe internalization of an inferior
identity [that] stems not only from explicit verbal abuse,
but also from subtle stratagems such as negative
expectations of the person (ethnic minorities, women,
homosexuals, disabled individuals, aboriginal people, the
poor, and the colonized)" (p. 135). As a result, the
"[olppressed have learned helpless (passive, apathy
toward aversion) [and] impotence [which] is why
oppressed don't complain" (p.135).
Nonetheless, Brookfield's work suggests that
projects like this one, where a critical pedagogy addresses class, power, gender, ethnicity, and conflict,
gives the learner hope for "'transformation,' 'liberation,'
'emancipation,' and 'empowerment; " and
"becomes a means by which students are helped to break

Because abuse in the home will inevitablyfind its way into the
classroom a s a potential barrier to dialogue and voice, looking at
this type of oppression is insightful.
--

"Polities Change, Oppression Remains: on the Psychology and Politics of Oppression," has several insights to
contribute to this discussion (1 996). The first point
Prilleltensky and Gonick make is that abuse happens
among people in close relationships. The authors
particularize the method: "Common ways of interpersonal oppression are verbal or emotional abuse, where
the target individual is subjected to degrading language
and portrayed as useless, inferior, incapable, lazy,
unlovable, stupid, and a litany of other demeaning
adjectives," and "[a]ccompanying the verbal abuse
there is usually emotional abuse, whereby the victim is
denied primary psychological goods such as love, care,
nurturing, friendship, support, and compassion" (p.
135).
Once oppression from home is internalized, overcoming the controlling force of the abuser i s difficult for
the abused adult. Unlike the anonymous oppressions by
institutions, abuse in the home has both covert and
physical components. Even if abuse is not a direct
attack on the body, it can attack the body by resbxining
it. hlleltensky and Gonick (1 996) explain this point and
broaden it: "[tlhe person in control may restrict the life
chances of the powerless, as is the case of parents or
abusive husbands who prohibit their children or spouses
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out of oppressive ways of thinking and acting that seem
habitual but that have been imposed by the dominant
culture. They are helped to create forms of thinking
and living that are more democratic ..." (1 995, p. 209).

Review of Literature:
Democracy and Individual Freedom
within Democracy
In summary, this participatory research project is, in
itself, an exercise in democracy. It provided a democratic model for both the students' learning processes
and the educator's. Together, respectfully, participants
attempted ways to change their relationships with
oppression. To attempt this change within the participatory project, participants realized the need to stop
oppressing and violating others with different views.
Cunningham supports this notion: "Somewhere in a
dark comer of human history, we made a serious
evolutionary blunder. We altered ourselves from a
species in tune with the Earth, with our home, into a
species that began ruthlessly to control and convert its
environment;'' she continues: "(a)t that point, when we
began to seek to change any other entity, we violated
the integrity of that person or thing and our own
integrity as well" (1992, pp. 194-195).
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Methodological Overview
The methodology used in this study is an analysis of
critical thinking on the part of the researcher and the
participants, and how both could meet the five features
that often distinguish participatory research according
to Kassam and Mustafa (1982) as cited in Merriam &
Simpson (1 984). "(I) a subjective commitment on the
part of the researcher to the people under study; (2)
close involvement of the researcher with the research
community; (3) a problem-centered approach that
utilizes data gathering, from which action may be taken;
(4) an educational process for both the researchers and
people for whom the research is conducted; and (5)
respect for the capability and porentiai of people to
produce knowledge and analyze it" (Merriarn &
Simpson, 1984, p. 11 1).
Researchers Giving Space to

Participatory Research
Critical approaches warn that the educator must
stand back from the freeing process if the learner is to
experience freedom. Cunningham states in From
Freire to Feminism: 7'he North American Experience: "The goal of the research was to situate the
evaluation 'in the experiences and histories of the
learners rather than in the ideas and methods of the
planners"' (1992, p. 1 8 I ). Freire reinforces
Cunningham when he says. "Teachers need to be silent
and give students voice ...students can go beyond the
teacher's level" (Bruss, I 984, p. 10).
Freire says that learners raise their consciousness
through participatory inquiry, as that process develops
in them an understanding of how people think and what
people think (Collins, 1977). Central to Freire's argument is that when people listen to other's opinions, they
experience the "transforming action upon each other"
(Hickling-Hudson, 1988, p. 23). More specifically,
"[tlhe consciousness of victimization is immediate and
revelatory; it allows us to discover what social reality is
really Ilke...in the realization that others are made to
suffer in the same way I am made to suffer lies the
beginning of a sense of solidarity with other victims"
(Banky, 1990, p. 15).

Creative, AutobiographicalWriting as
Problem€entered Data
Along with Freire, critical feminists cite reason for
the writing component of t h s project: writing offers
furher consciousness-rakingh u t oppression :

"Freewriting from our experiences...helps people to
remember and express times they experienced oppression because of their sex and gender" (MacKenzie,
1993, p. 126). Writing one's experiences brings forth
forgotten oppressions and presents them in a way that
the writer can feel their creative ownership.
The book, Diaries to on English Teacher, cites a
situation where autobiographic writing was used at a
university, and where the autobiographies were read
aloud to the class (Berman, 1994). Berrnan reports
being startled to discover that students poured more
time and attention into these essays than they did into
essays that did not personally reflect their lives; wrote
essays that were usually conflict-oriented problems that
both men and women hoped to solve; were "riveted to
their seats, listening with intense concentration" when
the essays were read in class; although sometimes a
painful process, students left class feeling "better
afterward and were convinced that writing was
therapeutic.. .writing the unspeakable was a turning
point in their lives" (Berman, 1994, p. 3). The sharing
of oppression through autobiography gave this participatory research project a creative power to break
through old mindsets. This point was also made in
Berman's writings: by writing autobiographically on
oppression and sharing their autobiographical writing
with each other, "[tJhey [students] reached important
breakthroughs in the~rlives" (p.3).

Visual Autobiographic Essays
For the purpose of this article, pieces of writing
of the eight identified
from Physical Abus-ne
oppressions, will demonstrate the effectiveness of the
participatory group to identify, share, and understand
the personal nature of oppression. Relative to the
chosen cases, Paulo Freire's work fiu-ther discusses the
necrophilic parent who controls the child to the point of
oppressing them.
A physically abused female says that her parent's
abuse at home (coupled with emotional abuse at
school) left her feeling like the Jews must have felt:
"The ways I've been treated in my life are very similar
to the Jews...Like the Jews, I was emotionally abused
at school along with some physical abuse at home."
This participant finds solace in the metaphor of being
similar to the Jew: "I'm very thankful that what h a p
pened to me wasn't as bad as what the Jews went
through. I'm thankful that I'm alive."
Although the full extent of the previous
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participant's reaction to abuse is unclear, this next
participant visually leaves no doubt about the effects of
physlcal abuse: "My father abandoned my family and
me when I was nine years old. He had been physically
and emotionally abusive, and no one was really sorry to
see him go...We were no longer living in fear of my
father's erratrve emotions... I 11vedin solitude...I had
few acquaintances...Most people found me odd and left
me alone."
Just as this woman isolated herself, physical abuse
had that impact on two more part~cipants.In the first
instance, the participant presents detailed descriptions
of her abuse: whipped in the head with belts, thrown
into walls, bruises that she lied about, and a mother who
"sat back and did nothing for her children." Today she
lives in feat, not for herself, but for her children. She
tells her husband: "I pray that the abuse I went through
will not come back on my children."
The other participant validates the preceding
wornan's fear that abuse "come[s] back on" one. After
her father punished her for mistakes her sister made
(so that she would teach her sister the right way), she
began physically abusing her sister: "I was known as
my parents' 'bad seed.' ...I began hitting my sister as
well as yelling at her ...Eventually it made me feel so
happy to see her hurting ...It even went as far as me
hitting her for being nice to me." Again, we see the
visual impact of repet~t~ve
physical abuse, lead~ngto the
silencing of the victim. "She became so frightened of
me, that she was scared to tell my parents what was
going on. Over the years, the violence got worse." This
participant demonstrated the direct transference of
physical abuse: from the parent to the child, and then
from one child to the other. What became of the
abused sister? The participant said, after ten years, her
sister "is very cold-hearted toward people who love
her. She has a hard time trusting people in general. I f
you were to ask my sister if she loves me, she would
say, 'Yes, I love my sister, but I hate her more than
anyone in the world.' Do you blame her?"
Blame is also an issue when participants speak of
their experiences with physical abuse and the police. In
the tirst instance, the participant narrates her experience with the police, making pivotal the expectant
behavior she held for the institution of law enforcement
at the age of seven. When she lived at home and saw
her father hit her mother in the face, she called the
police. The police came, criticized her mother for being
too hard on her husband, told the husband not to drink
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so much beer, and left. This participant recalls the
torment within herself and the visible torment on her
mother's face: "They left my mother with a swollen
eye and tears rolling down her face. They left my
father by saying, 'parar tornar cerveza mi hermano'
(stop drinking beer my brother). They left my siblings
and me in shock!" This participant's experience with
the police was reinforced and expanded by another
participant's closer encounter.
Police, for this female participant, is not synonymous with the dignity symbolized in the badge officers
wear-she was married to a police officer and knew of
what they were capable. A pol~ceofficer sees two
types of people, she wntes: "beauties and assholes,"
and then she goes on to cite an example of the latter.
After finding and arresting a motorist with alcohol in
the ve h~cle,the police oficer confiscates the asshole's
alcohol and puts the asshole in jail. For this act, she
writes, "this officer would pat himself on the back
having locked the asshole u p w h a t a good day." But
the meaninglessness of the officer's badge of dignity
hmishes firther when this participant continues:
"When checking out for the day, this very officer takes
the beer home Ithat was taken from the jailed motorist]. Upon getting in his car he pops one open for the
trip home-after a fifteen-mile ride, he has consumed
three cans, arriving home drunk." At this point the
police officer has stooped to the Level of the arrested
motorist, but he stoops further. the participants narrates,
"Once home, he abuses his family verbally and physically, but in his mind that's okay because he has already
locked the asshole up."
Participants respond differently to abuse. Sorne
say they are not offended by it because it is better than
no attention at all; other abused people fear and shun
even nice people because nice people could be wearing
a mask to hide their sinister intent to abuse. It has
undoubtedly become obvious that the male is more
oRen cited as the source of physical abuse. One male
says this is the nature of the male, and feminists are
attempting to "compromise their [the male's] violent
nature." H e justifies the physical dominance of men
over women by demonstrating the insignificance of
women:"My biggest recurring mistake is that I s e l
my self on the lie that I can get my answers, happiness,
spiritua1 connection, or anything other than companionship. and sex from a woman."
In summary, few people in this participatory
research project were without personal experience with
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he employment of creative thinking in education,
particularly in teaching, can result in a uniquely
sophisticated and complex analysis of a range of
subjects. At its essence, this way of thinking reshumes
our ways of analyzing and presenting historical facts.
In many respects, thinking creatively about education
and teaching fosters a re-examination of what we think
we know and can often shed more light on perhaps
lesser known facts and events deserving greater
historical appreciation.
One of the ways in which creative thinking can
accomplish this task is through "creative comparison."
Comparison, as a way of promoting more advanced
thinking, is more frequently applied to intellectual
pursuits. One of the more potent forms of this type of
analysis occurs when one compares seemingly incongruous forces. The bringing together of two disparate
subjects for the sake of analysis enables historians,
sociologists, and other interested parties the ability to
sift through surface events and discourses and to see
more clearly human patterns and behaviors.
In this study, a model for this type of creative
thinking is presented as it applies to the study of history.
For this article, the historical experiences of two
seemingly incongruent groups are compared: the
Roman Catholic Church in the U.S. and the A h c a n American community. The comparison is grounded in
their respective histories during the inter-war years.

Brief Historical Perspective of the Roman
Catholic Church in the U,S.
The Roman Catholic Church has its roots in Europe
and maintained very little presence in coIonial America,
with the exception of setllements in Maryland, Louisiana, and small parts of Kentucky. As a more modem
America evolved, the Church traveled with European
immigrant groups-Irish, Germans, Italians,
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Lithuanians, and Poles-to large American cities in the
northeast and later in the midwest, settling in a "big
way" in the mid-to iate-nineteenth cenrury (Raboteau,
1995).
The conditions surrounding the Church, the 18th
and 19th century threats posed td papal power in
Europe,and the independent ethos of the American
settler all compelled the Catholic Church to ~nsiston
respect and reverence for its clergy; the local priest
was, thus. the dominant figure in the parish. This
importance was reinforced by papal decrees and by
Catholic symbolism and ritual. It was similarly reinforced by the First Vatican Council, the Third Baltimore
Council in 1 884, and the 19 17 (new) Code of Canon
Law, as Catholics, both in the United States and
elsewhere, learned "to pray [and] ohzy" (Dolan, 1987,
p. 224). The constancy and uniformity of Catholicism
would radically change, however, as a result of Pope
John XXIll's vision codified in the Second Vatican
Council (1 952- 1965). Among other ideas, the Second
Council endorsed the notion of dissent, as Catholics
now were allowed to voice their problems within the

church.
In the 1930s, a segment of American Catholics,
those who were progressive and left-leaning. became
deeply moved to action. Catholics began to embrace a
sense that the Church must begin to acrualize its love
for the larger body of mankind. This movement,
commonly known as "Catholic Action," changed the
course of Catholicism in many large American cities
and added requisite amounts of humarnism to enable the
Church to move from "the individualism of the immigrant ethos" to a broader campaign to revitalize and
reform U.S. society (Dolan. 1987, pp. 408-409).
The Catholic Action movement translated into
support for a more serious and vigorous religious
practice, a careful study, and reflection on Catholic
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doctrine, a greater familiarization, and active response
to the Church's social encyclicals, and increased
involvement by the laity in the Catholic social reform
movement. It manifested itself in a burgeoning of
Catholic student groups. study groups, and organizing
among Catholic workers under the auspices of the
Catholic Trade Unionists. The Action Movement had
as a background great concern about the apathy found
among the hierarchy and laity, a desire to bring unity to
the larger family of American Catholics, and a sense
that, if Catholicism failed to absorb the activism latent
in iu urban population, the Communist movement would
prevail (Gillard, 1931 ; McGrrevy, 1 998; O'Brien, 1 968).

Brief Historical Perspective of
African Americans
In an entirely different trajectory, African-Americans, after being forcibly brought to the United Stales,
were part of another forced settlement in the American
South and, as such, were heavily exposed to Protestant
forms of worship. The numbers of African-,4rnericans
who lived among or were enslaved by Catholics in the
South were minimal. Where conversion did occur,
instruction rarely tbllowed. In addit ion, laws prohibited
Africans who were enslaved from being taught to read
and write (Davis. 1990). These additional factors
tended to preclude the Catholic Church from strengthening their proselytization efforts among this population.
Therefore, with the exception of a few of those living in
the states of Louisiana and Maryland, most African-

was this notion of "bettering one's condition." On one
hand, "bettering one's condition" captured the Black's
fervor to experience, for almost the first time,
America's civil liberties with the right to vote being the
most important. Serving on juries and moving freely in
society, however, were similarly of dire importance.
On the other hand. "bettering one's condition" meant
the right to improve the quality of one's life, to become
educated, to apply and receive a regular wage for
work, and to live in relatively decent housing
(Grossman, I 989; Marks, 1989).
These comments are not to imply that Blacks'
interest in formal education began with northern
migration. Several works, particularty James D.
Anderson's (1988), The Educutiom of Blacks in the
South, 1860- 1935, discuss the manner in which Blacks
revered education and learning during enslavement and
in the decades after. However, African-Americans
expected to be able to actualize this desire for education in northern cities, and therefore, the push for
schooling intensified in the early decades o f the twentieth century.
As African Americans moved northward, they still
were not afforded political power even in the more
liberal North. Thus, they found strength in grassroots
organizations that were often affiliated with unions,
churches, and community groups. David Allan Levine
(1976), m his lwok. Inrernul Combustion: The Races
in Detroit, 1 9 15- 1 926. discusses at length the emerging
lay or grassroots power in Black Detroit, which mir-

As African Americans moved northward.. theyfound strength
in grassroots organizations fhai were oflen affiliuted with
unions, churches, and community groups.
.- .

Americans, through the beginning of the twentieth
century, had little contact with the Roman Catholic
Church (Davis, 1990;Franklin, 1 996; Raboteau, 1995).
Upon leaving the South during what historians term
the First and Second Great Migrations ( 1916- 1925 and
1940-1960,respectively), Ahcan-Americans looked
auspiciously for more accessibility to opportunity and
resources in the North. As Jim Grossman (1 989)
described in his work, Land of Hope: Chicago, Black
Sourherners and the Great Migration, central to
Ahcan-American's aspirations and their worldview
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rored, though certainly in more exaggerated form, what
was happening in many large cities. According to
Levine, much of this opportunity can be atbibuted to
changes in Detroit's electoral structure, which in 1918
shifted from a Council elected from the city's 42 wards
to a 9-member common council elected at-large (pp.
132-136).
This charter revision signaled a near death to
Black's political aspirations for formal representation
and a voice in the city's political d e c i s i o n - h n g .
African-American's population numbers, compared to
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that for the city's Whites, were just too small to elect
one of their own to the Common Council. Levine
points to census data that indicates that even in as late
as 1944, Blacks needed 12,000additional voters to land
a candidate in ninth place (pp. 132- 136). This fact
forced African-American political agitation into the
grassroots venue. Such entities thus became important
hubs of political activity and agitation.
Beginning a discussion about the city's political
structure and Black Detroit enables one to begin a
Larger conversation about how a city's governing
structures influence the overall way in which its
residents grow politically. According to Levine (1976),
Blacks were not the only population impacted by this
radical change led by Progressives. Rather he asserts
that by removing ward representation, which in most
cities had been able lo quell discontent by the awarding
of patronage positions, working-class unrest had little to
prevcnt it from widespread agitation. Of this phenomenon, Levine writes, "Outside now allowed no institutional outlet for their discontent, the overcrowded and
fearful could only carry their passions to the streets"
(p. 132). The impact on Black Detroit was quite
apparent. The city did not elect an African-American
to the Common Council until 1957. In contrast, Chicago, which maintained its ward structure, elected its
first Black Alderman, Oscar DePriest. in 1915.
Supporting Levine's (1976) assertions are a number
of facts that point to strong political organizing that
emerged from Detroit's grassroots groups, many of
which were involved in the city's tumultuous labor
struggles with area companies. Detroit's 1940 National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) chapter was known as the ''working-class"
chapter of the country {Thomas, 1990, pp. 243-248).
Its six NAACP Youth Councils were described in 1936
as the "most active in the country" (Meier & Rudwick,
1979,pp.80-8 1 ).
Adding to this l a b r movement was the sense of
victory felt by politically active Black Detroiters after
wins in the Ossian Sweet case in 1926 and the Sojourner Truth Housing controversy in 1942. These
advances gave enormous strength and confidence to
the Detroit civil rights community. According to labor
historians Korstad and Lichtenstein (1 988), during the
Truth housing fight, 20,000 new members joined the
local NAACP, making it the largest chapter in the
country. These struggles forged a close (though still
problematic) relationship between the United Auto

Workers Union (UAW) and the Black community.
These victories garnered national attention and emphasized the importance of ordinary men and women in the
social activist movement (Thomas, 1990, pp. 229-35).

The Juncture Between the Roman Catholic
Church and African Americans
Historical t-orces, previously explained in this paper,
seemingly unre tated, are what brought African Americans and the Catholic Church together. In the case of
African-Americans, it was their move to the North and
the concom~tantethos that drove that move and governed act rons after settling in America's largest cities.
For Catholics, the emergence of "Catholic Action"
sparked the drive. These two separate developments,
although they have some overlap, would change the
direction of Catholic life for decades i n several large
~merican
cites, including Detroit, Michigan.
The right to an education is central to this cornparalive discussion. African-Americans were zealous
about enrolling their children in schools. In the 1 920s,
the Federated Colored Catholics, one of America's first
Black Catholic protest groups, had as a primary objective, the integration of Catholic postsecondary schools
(Franklin, 1996; Nickels, 1988). This desire for the best
education, along with African-American's fervent
sense of religion, drew them in droves to Catholic
schools in large, northern, American cities (Franklin,
1996;McNally, 1987).
In Detroit, Black Catholics and Protestants eagerly
sent their children to the one Black Catholic school,
which opened in 1 936. As such, St. Peter Claver
School doubled its enrollment in its first year, growing
from 64 to 130 students in 1937 and to 360 students by
1938 (St. Peter Claver School records, Archdiocese of
Detroit archives as cited in Davis, 1 996, p. 135). As
the Diocese of Detroit established more missions and
schools for Blacks, parents sent more and more
children to these educational institutions.
Detroit's numbers mirror national and other local
statistics which indicate that the number of Black
Catholics in the United States increased rapidlylargely the result of the lure of Catholic schools. In
1941, there were over 94,000 Black Catholics living in
cities in the north;that figure jumped to 600,000 by
1959 (Gil lard, 194 1;McGreevy, 1998; Raboteau, I 995).
In northeast Detroit, where a group of Black
middle-class families settled, Holy Ghost Church was
founded in 1939. Services were first held in members'
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homes. A Holy Ghost parish priest wrote, in his 1937
report to the Commission on the Catholic Missions to
the Colored People and Indians, that the school "had
been received by the people as a godsend. As to the
parents, they want their children in our schools because
they know and realize the value of a catholic schooling.
The training counts with most of them" (Archdiocese
of Detroit archives as cited in Davis, 1996, p. 134).
Personal accounts tell part of this story. Holy
Ghost parishioner Trixie Smith (personal communication, February, 1996) enrolled her two oldest children,

enced by the movement, gave monies more freely to
help establish Black Catholic missions. Cries for racial
justice were reiterated by a number of other groups,
including writers for the Catholic Worker. The connection between the movement and race relations was
direct. One of its most famous proponents, Father
Louis Putz, who returned to the U.S. from France
during the Second World War, assumed a teaching post
at Notre Dame University and immediately persuaded
the university administration to admit Black students
(Dolan, 1987, p. 4 16). Thus, the intersection of Catho-

In the 1920s, the Federated Colored Catholics, one of America s'
first Black Catholic protest groups, had as a primary objective,
the integration of Catholicp o s t s e c o d a sch001s.
Beverly and Laverne, in the school when it opened in
1949. Trixie Smith, then a Protestant, became eager to
learn more about what her children were being taught.
In the process, she came to hold the Catholic Church in
great respect and joined that faith soon afterwards.
Another member, Brenda Smith (personal communication, February, 1992) was led to conversion by her
grandparents after the parish priest stopped by her
grandparents' home to inform them that the mission
was opening a school. Brenda Smith reported that her
grandparents were attracted to the daily religion classes
and emphasis on discipline.
The quintessential example in the Detroit context is
St. George's, formerly a Lithuanian parish that was
reestablished for Black Catholics in 1949 and reopened
its school just a year later. At St. George's, both the
school and the personnel who staffed the mission, the
Josephite Fathers and a newly formed community of
religious women, the Home Visitors of Mary, had a
near electric effect on the neighboring community. In
its sixteen years of existence, St. George's baptized just
under 1.000 African-Americans (Tentler, 1990, pp. 5 10511).
Around the country, the Catholic Action groups
encouraged progressive Catholics to build bridges and
reach out to, among ochers, African-Americans, poor
from experiencing decades of oppression in the South
and their recent arrivals to northern American cities.
As such, Catholic Interracial Councils sprang up in
several large American cities. Lay Catholics, influ-
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lic Action and African-American's worldview in the
first half of the twentieth century brought these two
disparate populations together in close and meaningful
ways.

A second point of comparison stems From notions
of'lay involvement between these two groups. Intensive lay activism among pockets of Detroit Black
Catholics subsequently would change the contours of
this relationship. This alteration then becomes a truly
local discussion that uses as a starting point the emergence of grassroots sensitivity among Black Detroiters.
The growing grassroots power in Black Detroit. initially
produced by a change in the city's political structure
and reinforced by the working~lassnature of the labor
movement, encouraged activism among Black Catholics in the decades to come. This predisposition among
Black Detroiters confronted Catholic's emphasis on
clerical authority and hierarchy, in particular. Ironically,
despite the permanence of the Church's hierarchical
structure, lay activism and its concomitant discontent
would find support in the recommendations of the
Second Vatican Council and the Civil Rights Movement, both of which encouraged assertiveness around
questions of race and culture.
In the meanwhile, the emerging grassroots power
noted by Thomas (1 990) and Levine (1976) seeped into
the church as the city's Black Catholics began to raise
questions about African-American's treatment by the
greater Church. Two years after the founding of
Detroit's second Black Catholic church, parish leaders
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began to agitate and protest. The catalytic event was
the dismissal of the parish's African-American priest.
In all, Detriot's Black Catholics felt a sense of
powerlessness. Their attitudes ranged from those
concerning the Church's alleged nonchalant attitude
toward Black Catholics to questions about why Whites
receive more respect and authority in Black parishes.
These beliefs surfaced in the 1930s; in 1946, Blacks led
a high school walk-out; and in both 1970 and 1989, they
orchestrated significant protest movements. Alongside
of the activism found among Black Catholics in Washington, D.C., these movements stand out as some the
most militant in the U.S. Black Catholic world (Davis,
1996,p. 15 1).
Organizing by Detroit's African-American laity
emerged in other ways as well in the mid-twentieth
century. Black Catholic parishioner Luther Keith
fueled a more conservative grassroots sensibility among
local, Black Catholics. In 1955, Keith organized the
Catholic Committee on Negro History. an organization
dedicated to providing White Catholics with factual
information on Blacks' contributions to the Church. He
further organized several "Testimonial Dinners to the
Colored Missions" to spotlight the achievements of
Black Catholics, to provide opportunities for Black
Catholics to unite, and to energize conversion efforts.
The 1946 dinner became the first time in U.S. history
that representatives from all three of the AfricanAmerican communities of religious women convened:
Sisters of the Holy Family, Franciscan Handmaids of
the Most Pure Heart of Mary, and Oblate Sisters of
Providence (Davis, 1996).
One of Keith's greatest triumphs was arranging for
Bishop Kiwanuka of Uganda to serve as the 1950
keynote speaker, thereby establishing the connection
between Black Catholics in the United States and those
abroad (Tribute, 1986). Without the benefit of a native
clergy, the laity, as Keith's actions demonstrate,
emerged as an integral force in building the Black
Catholic community.
African-American lay men and women were
responsible for organizing at least two of the 'Lcolored"
parishes; yet, some among these laypersons were not
members of the Catholic Church. Annie Gilmore and
Doris h c e assisted in the establishment of Holy Ghost
parish. They were baptized into the faith months later
(Holy Ghost Reports, Sacred Heart Church archives.
as cited in Davis, 1996,pp. 230-23 1). Simihrly, community activist Anna Bates, who at various times w s

employed as a janitor at the Detroit Urban League, was
in part responsible for the establishment of Our Lady of
Victory, the city's fourth Black Catholic mission (Holy
Ghost Reports, Sacred Heart Church Archives, as cited
in Davis, 1996, pp. 230-23 1). These individual's actions
stood amid a Church that placed near absolute authority
in the hands of clerics.
In addition, the greater libenies to discourse and
disagree were compatible with a predisposition to
protest found among Detroit Black Catholics. Thus,
the movements in 1970 and 1989 were helped by an
emphatically more open church and also reflected
Blacks' heightened expectations (Dolan, 1987). Ultimately, this freedom, coupled with greater expectations,
led to gradual numbers of Black Catholics in Detroit to
abandon their faith or to use the Catholic Church to a
greater degree solely for its educational resources
(Irvine and Foster, 1996).

Concluding Thoughts
Incorporating creative approaches to the teaching
of subjects from a historical perspective i s quite useful
and stimulating. At its best, i t can connect seemingly
disparate intellectual facts. In illustrating ties and
connections, it reveals our interdependence. This
technique becomes an important part of the agenda of
some academicians. Many intellectuals/social activists
are desperately trying to use history to demonstrate
how our world and national populations are interconnected with the corollary being an awareness among
students that what happens to one group impacts
anothet.
At its heart, creative, and even not-so-creative,

comparisons can accomplish this feat. Certainly, in the
case described in this study, students would be able to
absorb information concerning a host of subjects
whether the course was African American Studies,
Multicultural Education, Philosophy of Education,
Research Methods, Religious Studies, Social Foundations of Education, U.S. History. or any other class that
utilizes creativity, critical thinking. and comparisons.
The information on twentieth century, urban AfricanAmericans, and particularly the discussion of the notion
of a group's worldview(s), is very important to a
broader, histoical understanding. In the chronological
review of Ahcan-American studies, the notion of a
changing "worldview" appears nebulous and thus, often
disregarded. Similarly, if one presents a discussion of
Catholic Action in the context of other groups, this
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conversation is more stimulating and, thus, easier to
understand.
Moreover, comparative study can often prevent
some of the tedium that a straight or chronological
presentation can produce. If one pulls this discussion
from 20th century history, the subject becomes more
interesting and far easier to understand when one
learns how it directly affected particular communities in
the United States. Needless to say, comparative
approaches bring to light what often merely occupies
pages in texts.
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0th Angela Dillard and Martin Bernal write
affiiiations, Bernal seeks to collapse cultural identificaabout my steriesmysteries of how people and
tions and legitimization claims. Both authors slide their
cultures struggle to create and maintain lheir
work to the end of a continuum, thus assuring disagreeidentities. In Gurss Who b Coming to Dinner Now?
ment and debate.
MulticuItura/ Consmatism in America, Di llard
Through reading autobiographies and other public
(2001) connects the "personal is political" in a new way texts. Dillard's typology includes political figures and
and writes of the political conservatism of specific
authors such as Phyllis SchIafly, CIarerlce Thomas,
contemporary American minorities, women, and
Bruce Bawer, Richard Rodriguez, Calm Powell, Henry
homosexuals. Through Black A~ItenaWrites Bock:
Bonilla, and Linda Chavez. She mentions informal,
Martin Bernu! Responds to His Critformal, and grassroots organizations;
its, Bernal(200 1) synthesizes his earpower elites such as the Religious
lier writings with numerous critiques
Right and Christian Coalition; ;old
Dillard investigates
in order to correct, defend, and extend
various women's groups and minority
the p ~ l i f i c d
his conclusions that the origins of
groups. Dillard touches on their
GreeklWestern culture lie more with
political emergence and then the
consciousnessof
ancient Afncan and Asian civilizations
impacts of such groups on Republipublic persons;
than scholars care to admit.
can homophobta. Using the term
Combining these books in one reBernal hmfigates
Lbmulticultural"in an unconventional
view poses great challenges. Dillard
way, Dillard dissects and labels four
the consciousness
speaks for Blacks, Latinos, women,
groups m her 4'multiculturalconsnvaand gays-who are politically consertism" rubric: conservatives who are
of cultures.
vative; Bernal speaks only for Blacks.
African American, Latino, homoDillard and Bernal each pen provocasexual, and women. She writes that
tive and innovative texts. While Dillard surveys the
conservatives continue the push for assimilation
political landscape of the past 30 years of conservatism cloaked in discussions of "diversity." Her argument is
and liberalism, and in particular, multicultural conservasimilar to Peter McLaren's (2000)description of
tism, Bernal's robust research covers the historical,
"conservative multiculturalism."'
Dillard writes that in order to justify their philosolinguistic, and scientific landscape of a few thousand
years of contacts among WesternEuropean, African,
phies and their existence, "many women and minority
conservatives have rurned to history as a source of
and Asian cultures. Dillard investigates the political
authenticity, authority, and legitimation" (p. 13). Calling
consciousness of public persons; Bemal investigates
it a "conservative reinterpretation of the past," she
the consciousness of cultures. Dillard assumes racism;
chronicles a "black conservative canon building" by
Bernal seeks to describe the origins of racism in
threading backwards from Clarence Thomas' controclassical studies. Whereas Dillard seeks to categorize
race, gender, and sexual orientation with political
versial 199l statement-that Malcolm X would not
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expect Slacks to beg the U.S. Department of Labor for
jobs-to the weltknown Booker T. Washington and
W. E. B. Du Bois debate (pp. 24-55). She brings the
debate forward with references to Marcus Garvey,
Zora Neale Hurston, Claude McKay, George Schuyler,
and Martin Luther King, Jr.
Dillard writes in general terms about the emergence of various leaders, their ties to presidential
campaigns, and difficulties to gain widespread acceptance, but she focuses more on what they reject than
on their unique philosophies or approaches. I n her
concluding chapter. Dillard asks, "If~conservativrs
aspire to fully diversify the~rmovement-and it is far
from certain that all conservatives would agree to the
efficacy of such a plan-is it actually possible to do
so?" (p. 1 7 1 ).
In B I w k Afi~enaWrites Back (BAW B), Bernal
continues his colossal journey to uncover the connections between ancient African, Asian, and Western
civilizations. His original work on the topic was Bluck
Atltrwa: The Afroasiuiic Roors of Classical Civilizurion. Black Athena ipublication in 19X7, and the
second volume in 1989, sparked extraordinary controversy among Linguists, historians, classicists, and anyone
seriously interested in the origins of Western culture.
(Bernal does indicate, however, that he wishes he had
titled his book, African Alhena.) Numerous books,
articles. and papers have followed. Mary Lefkow~tz
and Guy MacLean Rogers have heen among Bemal's
strongest critics. In 1996, they countered Bernai's
original work with Block Afhena Revisited. In 1997,
Lefkowitz continued with Not Out oJAfi-icn: How
Afrocentrism Became cm Excuse to Teach Myth As
History.
Bemal distinguishes between two types of models
that he argues are used to view the origins of ancient
Greece: the Ancient model and the Aryan model. The
Ancient model, in use through the Eighteenth Century,
referred to the settlement in Greece of "Egyptians and
Phoenicians who had built cities and civilized the
natives" [who were "primitive tribes, Pelasgians and
others]" @. 2). In the Aryan model, which is the more
modern model in education, he asserts that scholars
have traditionally taught "that ancient Greek culture
developed as the result of one or more invasions from
the north by Indo-European speakers or 'Hellenes"'
and that "there had been no philosophy before the
Greeks" @. 5).
BernaI's task is to explain the racism surrounding
-

i
I
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what he views as the rejection of the Ancient model in

favor of the adoption of the Aryan mode1 in order to
satisfy more romantic worldviews during the period of
Enlightenment. During the Enlightenment period,
Bernal argues that the current Aryan model was
"conceived in what we should now consider to be the
'sin' and error of racialism and anti-Semitism" and is
the ''universal historical principle of perpetually unequal
races" (p. 10). Black Athena supporters may claim he
is discovering hidden and sometimes suppressed
connrc lions; critics charge he is creating connections.
Bemal presents a simp te thesis: Western culture,
motivated by an Eighteenth Century racism, has
covered certain historical, scientific, and philosophical
origins that lie with ancient African and Asian cultures.
The route to "prove" this thesis is incredibly complex.
In BAWR. Bemal summarizes the divisiveness of the
decade-long debate and notes po~ntsin which he has
determined critics may be more correct than were his
original claims; consequently, he attempts to provide a
more substantiated histoical record. The text is
interspersed with references to his original work, the
fury of his adversaries. and his responses. He indicates
ihat critics have scorched his work as superficial and
for relying on secondary sources; he defends that
reliance on such sources is "inevitable in any wideranging work" (p. 164). More important, Bernal
dismisses demands for proof of cultural confluence and
instead, asks for "competitive plausibility" (p. 54) or
probability in reconsidering such distant historical
periods. He maintains that this more commonsensetype approach to historical research is valid, but it does
irk more positivist-oriented researchers. Bernal
attempts to substantiate his claims by drilling holes in
linguistics and classical studies; however, his critics can
use his claim for probability in the absence of proof, just
as legi timateby.
Dillard questions the indiv~dualnessof politics.
Where does the myth of individuality leave women,
Blacks, Latinos, and homosexuals? Although Bernal is
concerned with Blacks in Western culture, Dillard
expands her thesis to include other groups that have
carved out an identity within hostile enclaves, but only
in the American political scene. Unfortunately, Dillard
begins her book by telling us that the phrase
"multicultural conservatives" began as a joke made at a
dinner party. That establishes neither a tone of impartiality toward her topic nor a tone of the seriousness
with which these people take their political stance.

In historical research, researchers might imagine
what it would be like to interview the subject of their
work. They may hypothesize answers to their questions that may lead them to new insights. Unltke much
historical research, many of the people that Dillard
writes about are available today. Although she has
amassed 3 great deal of information on political figures,
various coalition leaders, and foundation leaders
through autobiographies and public texts, she does not
mention interviews to confirm her work or to provoke
additional insights. In an online review at SaIon.com,
Bruce Bawer (200 1) denounces his Dillard classification. Dillard classifies Bawer as a multicultural conservative; Bawer writes back that he is a "registered

porters into the fray, the search for the origins of

Western culture finds no easy answers and continues.
If history is a game to be won or lost by various
factions, Bernal wants to change the rules of the play.
Bemal's work is unique in its polarizing nature: scholars
on either side of the argument have surely enjoyed the
dialogue. Counter arguments have increased Bernal's
significance as a historian. One may wonder if this
reinterpretation is "Bemalology" and must ask if there
is the same number of fallacies in this work as he
admits to in Egyptology. Although he wants to explode
myths, has he created a mysticism of a Black Afhena?
No matter what Bemal writes at this point, critics are
going to attack his work. They must; and knowing that,

U . a f e I yproposing that race is no longer the central issue,
the ambitious Black Athena debate has potential to evolve
into a more complete, complex chronicle.
Democrat and a classical liberal." Dil lard indicates
Bawer is an assimilationist; Bawer explicitly rejects
assimilation, but rather argues for "gay integrationism."
As Bawer also indicates. the reader is left wondering if
others are misrepresented in Dillard's typology.
Dillard's text is an interesting perspective on
conservatives who do not fit the traditional stereotype
of ~ u r o ~ e aWhite
n,
males. Dillard focuses on a
handful of contemporary conservatives and their
struggles to find legitimacy in conservative citadels.
Further writing will hopefully focus on the members,
not solely the leaders, of the multicultural conservative
movement and will delve more into reasons for their
choices rather than simply rely on Dillard's surmising
based on leaders' public faces. Even though her text
may perpetuate new stereotypes, it is a valuable insight
into the c o ~ e tions
c
among the leaders of conservative
movements.

As he attempts to reduce his opponents' arguments,Bernal writes almost as if he is having a personal conversation with the reader. He chronicles
significant attacks and pulls the reader into the arguments without the clear-cut proof (admittedly difficult
to locate). Did he wheel out a Trojan Horse in the
original Black Athena text? Bemal admits several
wrongs in his multi-disciplinary interpretation of history,
but for what purpose? As he draws critics and sup
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he has promised a companion votun~eto BA WB,
Debating Black Atheno. Perhaps this Black A thena
Writes Back volume should have hzzn more aptly titled,

Defending Bltlck .Atheno.
Bernal presents an interesting quandary for White,
European readers and discussion points for readers of
cultures other than African and African American. For
example, if White, European readers disagree with
Bernal's claims of probabilities surrounding cultural
origins, are they left with a feeling that they are racist?
Ultimately proposing that race is no longer the central
issue, the ambitious Black Afhena debate has potential
to evolve into a more complete, complex chronicle.
Even scholars who do not agree with Bernal's thesis
and assertions have benefited from the ongoing controversy by a renewal of interests in their studies of the
classics and additional inquiry into various cultural
origins.
The dialogue in and surrounding these texts is
intense and often personal. Both Dillard and Bernal
seek to explain reinterpretations of the past. Dillard
seeks answers to how Black conservatives can refer to
Malcolm X and to failings of affirmative action. She
asks how Black conservatives can continue to "assimilate on the backs of the Black poor?" @. 182). Bernal
asks why scholars perpetuate racism through the myth
of a White Athena.
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Dillard writes aboul individuals and their political
pursuits; Bernal writes to correct and defend his
original claims. Both authors trace the course of
African American attempts to create roadmaps to
navigate a culture. Dillard defines the agenda In terms
of underlying conflicts among groups and In some
ways, describes the philosophical space from which
Bernal's critics may write. While Dillard writes about
the individuality of multicultural conservatives, Bernal is
attempting to recapture institutions to recreate and
support positive Black identity and to develop a new
epistemology. At this time, only a few scholars are in a
position to assess what is clearly a timely and historic
agenda that will change the way the rest of us consider
how people participate in the making of knowledge.
Dillard writes about solitary leaders; Bernal is somewhat a soh tary leader in rewriting-agstin4ultural
ongms.

Footnote
1. McLaren describes conservative multiculturalism, liberal
multicultumlism,and left-liberal multiculturalrsm. Unlike
Dillard, however, he concludes that liberal multiculturalism
and left-liberal multiculturalism are nut su fficlent.
Whereas conservative multiculturalism and Ilberul
multiculturalism focus on sameness, left-liberal
multiculturalism focuses on difference. Writing for
educators, McLaren argues for a critical multiculturalism
that combines Neo-Marxist and poststmcturalist
perspectives for social transformation. He writes that a
critical multiculturalism perspective would deem difference
and sameness to be a "false opposition". Social justice,
not diversity, should be the democratic goal.
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