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Confronting Class in the Classroom

Class is rarely talked about in the United States; nowhere is 
there a more intense silence about the reality of class differ-
ences than in educational settings. Significantly, class differ-
ences are particularly ignored in classrooms. From grade 
school on, we are all encouraged to cross the threshold of the 
classroom believing we are entering a democratic space—a free 
zone where the desire to study and learn makes us all equal. 
And even if we enter accepting the reality of class differences, 
most of us still believe knowledge will be m eted out in fair and 
equal proportions. In those rare cases where it is acknowledged 
that students and professors do not share the same class back-
grounds, the underlying assumption is still that we are all 
equally committed to getting ahead, to moving up the ladder 
of success to the top. And even though many of us will not 
make it to the top, the unspoken understanding is that we will 
land somewhere in the middle, between top and bottom.

Coming from a nonmaterially privileged background, from 
the working poor, I entered college acutely aware of class.
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When I received notice of my acceptance at Stanford Uni-
versity, the first question that was raised in my household was 
how I would pay for it. My parents understood that I had been 
awarded scholarships, and allowed to take out loans, but they 
wanted to know where the money would come from for trans-
portation, clothes, books. Given these concerns, I went to Stan-
ford thinking that class was mainly about materiality. It only 
took me a short while to understand that class was more than 
just a question of money, that it shaped values, attitudes, social 
relations, and the biases that inform ed the way knowledge 
would be given and received. These same realizations about 
class in the academy are expressed again and again by acade-
mics from working-class backgrounds in the collection of essays 
Strangers in Paradise edited by Jake Ryan and Charles Sackrey.

During my college years it was tacitly assumed that we all 
agreed that class should not be talked about, that there would 
be no critique of the bourgeois class biases shaping and 
informing pedagogical process (as well as social etiquette) in 
the classroom. Although no one ever directly stated the rules 
that would govern our conduct, it was taught by example and 
reinforced by a system of rewards. As silence and obedience to 
authority were most rewarded, students learned that this was 
the appropriate dem eanor in the classroom. Loudness, anger, 
emotional outbursts, and even something as seemingly inno-
cent as unrestrained laughter were deem ed unacceptable, vul-
gar disruptions of classroom social order. These traits were also 
associated with being a m em ber of the lower classes. If one was 
not from a privileged class group, adopting a dem eanor similar 
to that of the group could help one to advance. It is still neces-
sary for students to assimilate bourgeois values in order to be 
deem ed acceptable.

Bourgeois values in the classroom create a barrier, blocking 
the possibility of confrontation and conflict, warding off dis-
sent. Students are often silenced by means of their acceptance
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of class values that teach them to maintain order at all costs. 
When the obsession with maintaining order is coupled with the 
fear of “losing face,” of not being thought well of by one’s pro-
fessor and peers, all possibility of constructive dialogue is 
underm ined. Even though students enter the “dem ocratic” 
classroom believing they have the right to “free speech,” most 
students are not comfortable exercising this right to “free 
speech.” Most students are not comfortable exercising this 
right—especially if it means they must give voice to thoughts, 
ideas, feelings that go against the grain, that are unpopular. 
This censoring process is only one way bourgeois values overde-
term ine social behavior in the classroom and underm ine the 
democratic exchange of ideas. Writing about his experience in 
the section of Strangers in Paradise entitled “Outsiders,” Karl 
Anderson confessed:

Power and hierarchy, and not teaching and learning, 
dominated the graduate school I found myself in. 
“Knowledge” was one-upmanship, and no one disguised 
the fact. . . . The one thing I learned absolutely was the 
inseparability of free speech and free thought. I, as well 
as some of my peers, were refused the opportunity to 
speak and sometimes to ask questions deemed “irrele-
vant” when the instructors didn’t wish to discuss or 
respond to them.

Students who enter the academy unwilling to accept without 
question the assumptions and values held by privileged classes 
tend to be silenced, deem ed troublemakers.

Conservative discussions of censorship in contem porary 
university settings often suggest that the absence of construc-
tive dialogue, enforced silencing, takes place as a by-product of 
progressive efforts to question canonical knowledge, critique 
relations of domination, or subvert bourgeois class biases. 
There is little or no discussion of the way in which the attitudes
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and values of those from materially privileged classes are im-
posed upon everyone via biased pedagogical strategies. Re-
flected in choice of subject m atter and the m anner in which 
ideas are shared, these biases need never be overtly stated. In 
his essay Karl Anderson states that silencing is “the most op-
pressive aspect of middle-class life.” He maintains:

It thrives upon people keeping their mouths shut, 
unless they are actually endorsing whatever powers 
exist. The free marketplace of “ideas” that is so be-
loved of liberals is as much a fantasy as a free market-
place in oil or automobiles; a more harmful fantasy, 
because it breeds even more hypocrisy and cynicism.
Just as teachers can control what is said in their class-
rooms, most also have ultra-sensitive antennae as to 
what will be rewarded or punished that is said outside 
them. And these antennae control them.

Silencing enforced by bourgeois values is sanctioned in the 
classroom by everyone.

Even those professors who embrace the tenets of critical 
pedagogy (many of whom are white and male) still conduct 
their classrooms in a m anner that only reinforces bourgeois 
models of decorum . At the same time, the subject m atter 
taught in such classes might reflect professorial awareness of 
intellectual perspectives that critique domination, that em pha-
size an understanding of the politics of difference, of race, 
class, gender, even though classroom dynamics remain conven-
tional, business as usual. When contem porary feminist move-
m ent made its initial presence felt in the academy there was 
both an ongoing critique of conventional classroom dynamics 
and an attem pt to create alternative pedagogical strategies. 
However, as feminist scholars endeavored to make W omen’s 
Studies a discipline administrators and peers would respect, 
there was a shift in perspective.
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Significantly, feminist classrooms were the first spaces in the 
university where I encountered any attem pt to acknowledge 
class difference. The focus was usually on the way class differ-
ences are structured in the larger society, not on our class posi-
tion. Yet the focus on gender privilege in patriarchal society 
often m eant that there was a recognition of the ways women 
were economically disenfranchised and therefore more likely 
to be poor or working class. Often, the feminist classroom was 
the only place where students (mostly female) from materially 
disadvantaged circumstances would speak from that class posi-
tionality, acknowledging both the impact of class on our social 
status as well as critiquing the class biases of feminist thought.

W hen I first entered university settings I felt estranged from 
this new environment. Like most of my peers and professors, I 
initially believed those feelings were there because of differ-
ences in racial and cultural background. However, as time 
passed it was more evident that this estrangem ent was in part a 
reflection of class difference. At Stanford, I was often asked by 
peers and professors if I was there on a scholarship. Underlying 
this question was the implication that receiving financial aid 
“dim inished” one in some way. It was not just this experience 
that intensified my awareness of class difference, it was the con-
stant evocation of materially privileged class experience (usual-
ly that of the middle class) as a universal norm  that not only set 
those of us from working-class backgrounds apart but effective-
ly excluded those who were not privileged from discussions, 
from social activities. To avoid feelings of estrangement, stu-
dents from working-class backgrounds could assimilate into the 
mainstream, change speech patterns, points of reference, drop 
any habit that might reveal them to be from a nonmaterially 
privileged background.

O f course I entered college hoping that a university degree 
would enhance my class mobility. Yet I thought of this solely in
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economic terms. Early on I did not realize that class was much 
more than one’s economic standing, that it determ ined values, 
standpoint, and interests. It was assumed that any student com-
ing from a poor or working-class background would willingly 
surrender all values and habits of being associated with this 
background. Those of us from diverse ethnic/racial back-
grounds learned that no aspect of our vernacular culture could 
be voiced in elite settings. This was especially the case with ver-
nacular language or a first language that was not English. To 
insist on speaking in any m anner that did not conform to privi-
leged class ideals and mannerisms placed one always in the 
position of interloper.

Demands that individuals from class backgrounds deem ed 
undesirable surrender all vestiges of their past create psychic 
turmoil. We were encouraged, as many students are today, to 
betray our class origins. Rewarded if we chose to assimilate, 
estranged if we chose to maintain those aspects of who we were, 
some were all too often seen as outsiders. Some of us rebelled by 
clinging to exaggerated manners and behavior clearly marked 
as outside the accepted bourgeois norm. During my student 
years, and now as a professor, I see many students from “unde-
sirable” class backgrounds become unable to complete their 
studies because the contradictions between the behavior neces-
sary to “make it” in the academy and those that allowed them to 
be comfortable at home, with their families and friends, are 
just too great.

Often, African Americans are among those students I teach 
from poor and working-class backgrounds who are most vocal 
about issues of class. They express frustration, anger, and sad-
ness about the tensions and stress they experience trying to 
conform to acceptable white, middle-class behaviors in uni-
versity settings while retaining the ability to “deal” at home. 
Sharing strategies for coping from my own experience, I 
encourage students to reject the notion that they must choose
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between experiences. They must believe they can inhabit com-
fortably two different worlds, but they must make each space 
one of comfort. They must creatively invent ways to cross bor-
ders. They must believe in their capacity to alter the bourgeois 
settings they enter. All too often, students from nonmaterially 
privileged backgrounds assume a position of passivity—they be-
have as victims, as though they can only be acted upon against 
their will. Ultimately, they end up feeling they can only reject 
or accept the norms imposed upon them. This e ith e r/o r often 
sets them up for disappointm ent and failure.

Those of us in the academy from working-class backgrounds 
are empowered when we recognize our own agency, our capac-
ity to be active participants in the pedagogical process. This 
process is not simple or easy: it takes courage to embrace a 
vision of wholeness of being that does not reinforce the capital-
ist version that suggests that one must always give something up 
to gain another. In the introduction to the section of their 
book titled “Class Mobility and Internalized Conflict,” Ryan 
and Sackrey rem ind readers that “the academic work process is 
essentially antagonistic to the working class, and academics for 
the most part live in a different world of culture, different ways 
that make it, too, antagonistic to working class life.” Yet those of 
us from working-class backgrounds cannot allow class antago-
nism to prevent us from gaining knowledge, degrees and enjoy-
ing the aspects of higher education that are fulfilling. Class 
antagonism can be constructively used, not made to reinforce 
the notion that students and professors from working-class 
backgrounds are “outsiders” and “interlopers,” but to subvert 
and challenge the existing structure.

W hen I entered my first W omen’s Studies classes at Stan-
ford, white professors talked about “women” when they were 
making the experience of materially privileged white women a 
norm. It was both a m atter of personal and intellectual integri-
ty for me to challenge this biased assumption. By challenging, I
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refused to be complicit in the erasure of black a n d /o r  working- 
class women of all ethnicities. Personally, that m eant I was not 
able just to sit in class, grooving on the good feminist vibes— 
that was a loss. The gain was that I was honoring the experience 
of poor and working-class women in my own family, in that very 
community that had encouraged and supported me in my 
efforts to be better educated. Even though my intervention was 
not wholeheartedly welcomed, it created a context for critical 
thinking, for dialectical exchange.

Any attem pt on the part of individual students to critique 
the bourgeois biases that shape pedagogical process, particular-
ly as they relate to epistemological perspectives (the points from 
which information is shared) will, in most cases, no doubt, be 
viewed as negative and disruptive. Given the presumed radical 
or liberal nature of early feminist classrooms, it was shocking to 
me to find those settings were also often closed to different ways 
of thinking. While it was acceptable to critique patriarchy in 
that context, it was not acceptable to confront issues of class, 
especially in ways that were not simply about the evocation of 
guilt. In general, despite their participation in different disci-
plines and the diversity of class backgrounds, African American 
scholars and other nonwhite professors have been no more will-
ing to confront issues of class. Even when it became more 
acceptable to give at least lip service to the recognition of race, 
gender, and class, most professors and students just did not feel 
they were able to address class in anything more than a simplis-
tic way. Certainly, the primary area where there was the possibil-
ity of meaningful critique and change was in relation to biased 
scholarship, work that used the experiences and thoughts of 
materially privileged people as normative.

In recent years, growing awareness of class differences in 
progressive academic circles has m eant that students and pro-
fessors committed to critical and feminist pedagogy have the 
opportunity to make spaces in the academy where class can
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receive attention. Yet there can be no intervention that chal-
lenges the status quo if we are not willing to interrogate the way 
our presentation of self as well as our pedagogical process is 
often shaped by middle-class norms. My awareness of class has 
been continually reinforced by my efforts to remain close to 
loved ones who remain in materially underprivileged class posi-
tions. This has helped me to employ pedagogical strategies that 
create ruptures in the established order, that prom ote modes 
of learning which challenge bourgeois hegemony.

One such strategy has been the emphasis on creating in 
classrooms learning communities where everyone’s voice can 
be heard, their presence recognized and valued. In the section 
of Strangers in Paradise entitled “Balancing Class Locations,” 
Jane Ellen Wilson shares the way an emphasis on personal voice 
strengthened her.

Only by coming to terms with my own past, my own 
background, and seeing that in the context of the 
world at large, have I begun to find my true voice and 
to understand that, since it is my own voice, that no 
pre-cut niche exists for it; that part of the work to be 
done is making a place, with others, where my and our 
voices, can stand clear of the background noise and 
voice our concerns as part of a larger song.

W hen those of us in the academy who are working class or from 
working-class backgrounds share our perspectives, we subvert 
the tendency to focus only on the thoughts, attitudes, and 
experiences of those who are materially privileged. Feminist 
and critical pedagogy are two alternative paradigms for teach-
ing which have really emphasized the issue of coming to voice. 
That focus em erged as central, precisely because it was so 
evident that race, sex, and class privilege empower some stu-
dents more than others, granting “authority” to some voices 
more than others.



186 Teaching to Transgress

A distinction must be made between a shallow emphasis on 
coming to voice, which wrongly suggests there can be some 
democratization of voice wherein everyone’s words will be giv-
en equal time and be seen as equally valuable (often the model 
applied in feminist classrooms), and the more complex recog-
nition of the uniqueness of each voice and a willingness to create 
spaces in the classroom where all voices can be heard because 
all students are free to speak, knowing their presence will be 
recognized and valued. This does not mean that anything can 
be said, no m atter how irrelevant to classroom subject matter, 
and receive attention—or that something meaningful takes 
place if everyone has equal time to voice an opinion. In the 
classes I teach, I have students write short paragraphs that they 
read aloud so that we all have a chance to hear unique perspec-
tives and we are all given an opportunity to pause and listen to 
one another. Just the physical experience of hearing, of listen-
ing intently, to each particular voice strengthens our capacity to 
learn together. Even though a student may not speak again after 
this moment, that student’s presence has been acknowledged.

Hearing each o ther’s voices, individual thoughts, and some-
times associating theses voices with personal experience makes 
us more acutely aware of each other. That mom ent of collective 
participation and dialogue means that students and professor 
respect—and here I invoke the root meaning of the word, “to 
look at”—each other, engage in acts of recognition with one an-
other, and do not just talk to the professor. Sharing experiences 
and confessional narratives in the classroom helps establish 
communal commitment to learning. These narrative moments 
usually are the space where the assumption that we share a com-
mon class background and perspective is disrupted. While stu-
dents may be open to the idea that they do not all come from a 
common class background, they may still expect that the values 
of materially privileged groups will be the class’s norm.

Some students may feel threatened if awareness of class dif-
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ference leads to changes in the classroom. Today’s students all 
dress alike, wearing clothes from stores such as the Gap and 
Benetton; this acts to erase the markers of class difference that 
older generations of students experienced. Young students are 
more eager to deny the impact of class and class differences in 
our society. I have found that students from upper- and middle- 
class backgrounds are disturbed if heated exchange takes place 
in the classroom. Many of them equate loud talk or in terrup-
tions with rude and threatening behavior. Yet those of us from 
working-class backgrounds may feel that discussion is deeper 
and richer if it arouses intense responses. In class, students are 
often disturbed if anyone is interrupted while speaking, even 
though outside class most of them are not threatened. Few of us 
are taught to facilitate heated discussions that may include use-
ful interruptions and digressions, but it is often the professor 
who is most invested in maintaining order in the classroom. 
Professors cannot empower students to embrace diversities of 
experience, standpoint, behavior, or style if our training has dis- 
empowered us, socialized us to cope effectively only with a sin-
gle mode of interaction based on middle-class values.

Most progressive professors are more comfortable striving 
to challenge class biases through the material studied than they 
are with interrogating how class biases shape conduct in the 
classroom and transforming their pedagogical process. When I 
entered my first classroom as a college professor and a feminist, 
I was deeply afraid of using authority in a way that would per-
petuate class elitism and other forms of domination. Fearful 
that I might abuse power, I falsely pretended that no power dif-
ference existed between students and myself. That was a mis-
take. Yet it was only as I began to interrogate my fear of “power” 
—the way that fear was related to my own class background 
where I had so often seen those with class power coerce, abuse, 
and dominate those without—that I began to understand that 
power was not itself negative. It depended what one did with it.
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It was up to me to create ways within my professional power 
constructively, precisely because I was teaching in institutional 
structures that affirm it is fine to use power to reinforce and 
maintain coercive hierarchies.

Fear of losing control in the classroom often leads indi-
vidual professors to fall into a conventional teaching pattern 
wherein power is used destructively. It is this fear that leads to 
collective professorial investment in bourgeois decorum  as a 
means of maintaining a fixed notion of order, of ensuring that 
the teacher will have absolute authority. Unfortunately, this 
fear of losing control shapes and informs the professorial ped-
agogical process to the extent that it acts a barrier preventing 
any constructive grappling with issues of class.

Sometimes students who want professors to grapple with 
class differences often simply desire that individuals from less 
materially privileged backgrounds be given center stage so that 
an inversion of hierarchical structures takes place, not a dis-
ruption. One semester, a num ber of black female students 
from working-class backgrounds attended a course I taught on 
African American women writers. They arrived hoping I would 
use my professorial power to decenter the voices of privileged 
white students in nonconstructive ways so that those students 
would experience what it is like to be an outsider. Some of 
these black students rigidly resisted attempts to involve the 
others in an engaged pedagogy where space is created for 
everyone. Many of the black students feared that learning new 
terminology or new perspectives would alienate them from 
familiar social relations. Since these fears are rarely addressed 
as part of progressive pedagogical process, students caught in 
the grip of such anxiety often sit in classes feeling hostile, es-
tranged, refusing to participate. I often face students who think 
that in my classes they will “naturally” not feel estranged and 
that part of this feeling of comfort, or being “at hom e,” is that 
they will not have to work as hard as they do in other classes.
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These students are not expecting to find alternative pedagogy 
in my classes but merely “rest” from the negative tensions they 
may feel in the majority of other courses. It is my job  to address 
these tensions.

If we can trust the demographics, we must assume that the 
academy will be full of students from diverse classes, and that 
more of our students than ever before will be from poor and 
working-class backgrounds. This change will not be reflected in 
the class background of professors. In my own experience, I 
encounter fewer and fewer academics from working-class back-
grounds. O ur absence is no doubt related to the way class poli-
tics and class struggle shapes who will receive graduate degrees 
in our society. However, constructively confronting issues of 
class is not simply a task for those of us who came from working- 
class and poor backgrounds; it is a challenge for all professors. 
Critiquing the way academic settings are structured to repro-
duce class hierarchy, Jake Ryan and Charles Sackrey emphasize 
“that no m atter what the politics or ideological stripe of the 
individual professor, of what the content of his or her teaching, 
Marxist, anarchist, or nihilist, he or she nonetheless participates 
in the reproduction of the cultural and class relations of capital-
ism.” Despite this bleak assertion they are willing to acknowl-
edge that “nonconformist intellectuals can, through research 
and publication, chip away with some success at the convention-
al orthodoxies, nurture students with comparable ideas and 
intentions, or find ways to bring some fraction of the resources 
of the university to the service of the . . . class interests of the 
workers and others below.” Any professor who commits to 
engaged pedagogy recognizes the importance of constructively 
confronting issues of class. That means welcoming the opportu-
nity to alter our classroom practices creatively so that the demo-
cratic ideal of education for everyone can be realized.
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Eros, Eroticism, 
and the Pedagogical Process

Professors rarely speak of the place o f eros or the erotic in our 
classrooms. Trained in the philosophical context of Western 
metaphysical dualism, many of us have accepted the notion  
that there is a split between the body and the mind. Believing 
this, individuals enter the classroom to teach as though only 
the mind is present, and not the body. To call attention to the 
body is to betray the legacy of repression and denial that has 
been handed down to us by our professorial elders, who have 
been usually white and male. But our nonwhite elders were just 
as eager to deny the body. The predominantly black college has 
always been a bastion o f repression. The public world o f insti-
tutional learning was a site where the body had to be erased, go 
unnoticed. When I first became a teacher and needed to use 
the restroom in the middle o f class, I had no clue as to what my 
elders did in such situations. No one talked about the body in 
relation to teaching. What did one do with the body in the
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classroom? Trying to rem em ber the bodies of my professors, I 
find myself unable to recall them. I hear voices, rem em ber 
fragmented details, but very few whole bodies.

Entering the classroom determ ined to erase the body and 
give ourselves over more fully to the mind, we show by our 
beings how deeply we have accepted the assumption that pas-
sion has no place in the classroom. Repression and denial 
make it possible for us to forget and then desperately seek to 
recover ourselves, our feelings, our passions in some private 
place—after class. I rem em ber reading an article in Psychology 
Today years ago when I was still an undergraduate, reporting a 
study which revealed that every so many seconds while giving 
lectures many male professors were thinking about sexuality 
—were even having lustful thoughts about students. I was 
amazed. After reading this article, which as I recall was shared 
and talked about endlessly in the dormitory, I watched male 
professors differently, trying to connect the fantasies I imag-
ined them having in their minds with lectures, with their bod-
ies that I had so faithfully learned to pretend I did not see. 
During my first semester of college teaching, there was a male 
student in my class whom I always seemed to see and not see at 
the same time. At one point in the middle of the semester, I 
received a call from a school therapist who wanted to speak 
with me about the way I treated this student in the class. The 
therapist told me that the students had said I was unusually 
gruff, rude, and downright mean when I related to him. I did 
not know exactly who the student was, could not put a face or 
body with his name, but later when he identified himself in 
class, I realized that I was erotically drawn to this student. And 
that my naive way of coping with feelings in the classroom that 
I had been taught never to have was to deflect (hence my harsh 
treatm ent of h im ), repress, and deny. Overly conscious then 
about ways such repression and denial could lead to the
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“wounding” of students, I was determ ined to face whatever pas-
sions were aroused in the classroom setting and deal with them.

Writing about Adrienne Rich’s work, connecting it to the 
work of men who thought critically about the body, in her intro-
duction to Thinking Through the Body, Jane Gallop comments:

Men who do find themselves in some way thinking 
through the body are more likely to be recognized as 
serious thinkers and heard. Women have first to prove 
that we are thinkers, which is easier when we conform 
to the protocol that deems serious thought separate 
from an embodied subject in history. Rich is asking 
women to enter the realms of critical thought and 
knowledge without becoming disembodied spirit, uni-
versal man.

Beyond the realm of critical thought, it is equally crucial that 
we learn to enter the classroom “whole” and not as “disembod-
ied spirit.” In the heady early days of W omen’s Studies classes at 
Stanford University, I learned by the example of daring, coura-
geous woman professors (particularly Diane Middlebrook) that 
there was a place for passion in the classroom, that eros and the 
erotic did not need to be denied for learning to take place. One 
of the central tenets of feminist critical pedagogy has been the 
insistence on not engaging the m ind/body split. This is one of 
the underlying beliefs that has made W omen’s Studies a subver-
sive location in the academy. While women’s studies over the 
years has had to fight to be taken seriously by academics in tra-
ditional disciplines, those of us who have been intimately en-
gaged as students or teachers with feminist thinking have always 
recognized the legitimacy of a pedagogy that dares to subvert 
the m ind/body split and allow us to be whole in the classroom, 
and as a consequence wholehearted.

Recently, Susan B., a colleague and friend, whom I taught in
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a Women’s Studies class when she was an undergraduate, stat-
ed in conversation that she felt she was having so much trouble 
with her graduate courses because she has to come to expect a 
quality of passionate teaching that is no t present where she is 
studying. H er comments made me think anew about the place 
of passion, of erotic recognition in the classroom setting be-
cause I believe that the energy she felt in our W omen’s Studies 
classes was there because of the extent to which women profes-
sors teaching those courses dared to give fully of ourselves, 
going beyond the mere transmission of inform ation in lec-
tures. Feminist education for critical consciousness is rooted in 
the assumption that knowledge and critical thought done in 
the classroom should inform our habits of being and ways of 
living outside the classroom. Since so many of our early classes 
were taken almost exclusively by female students, it was easier 
for us to not be disembodied spirits in the classroom. Con-
currently, it was expected that we would bring a quality of care 
and even “love” to our students. Eros was present in our class-
rooms, as a motivating force. As critical pedagogues we were 
teaching students ways to think differently about gender, 
understanding fully that this knowledge would also lead them 
to live differently.

To understand the place of eros and eroticism in the class-
room, we must move beyond thinking of those forces solely in 
terms of the sexual, though that dimension need not be denied. 
Sam Keen, in his book The Passionate Life, urges readers to 
remember that in its earliest conception “erotic potency was not 
confined to sexual power but included the moving force that 
propelled every life-form from a state of mere potentiality to 
actuality.” Given that critical pedagogy seeks to transform con-
sciousness, to provide students with ways of knowing that enable 
them to know themselves better and live in the world more fully, 
to some extent it must rely on the presence of the erotic in the 
classroom to aid the learning process. Keen continues:
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When we limit “erotic” to its sexual meaning, we betray 
our alienation from the rest of nature. We confess that 
we are not motivated by anything like the mysterious 
force that moves birds to migrate or dandelions to 
spring. Furthermore, we imply that the fulfillment or 
potential toward which we strive is sexual—the roman-
tic-genital connection between two persons.

U nderstanding that eros is a force that enhances our overall 
effort to be self-actualizing, that it can provide an epistemolog- 
ical grounding inform ing how we know what we know, enables 
both professors and students to use such energy in a classroom 
setting in ways that invigorate discussion and excite the critical 
imagination.

Suggesting that this culture lacks a “vision or science of hy- 
geology” (health and well-being) Keen asks: “What forms of 
passion might make us whole? To what passions may we surren-
der with the assurance that we will expand rather than dimin-
ish the promise of our lives?” The quest for knowledge that 
enables us to unite theory and practice is one such passion. To 
the extent that professors bring this passion, which has to be 
fundamentally rooted in a love for ideas we are able to inspire, 
the classroom becomes a dynamic place where transformations 
in social relations are concretely actualized and the false di-
chotomy between the world outside and the inside world of the 
academy disappears. In many ways this is frightening. Nothing 
about the way I was trained as a teacher really prepared me to 
witness my students transforming themselves.

It was during the years that I taught in the African American 
Studies departm ent at Yale (a course on black women writers) 
that I witnessed the way education for critical consciousness 
can fundamentally alter our perceptions of reality and our 
actions. During one course we collectively explored in fiction 
the power of internalized racism, seeing how it was described 
in the literature as well as critically interrogating our experi-
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ences. However, one of the black female students who had 
always straightened her hair because she felt deep down that 
she would not look good if it were not processed—were worn 
“natural”—changed. She came to class after a break and told 
everyone that this class had deeply affected her, so much so 
that when she went to get her usual “perm ” some force within 
said no. I still rem em ber the fear I felt when she testified that 
the class had changed her. Though I believed deeply in the phi-
losophy of education for critical consciousness that empowers, 
I had not yet comfortably united theory with practice. Some 
small part of me still wanted us to remain disembodied spirits. 
And her body, her presence, her changed look was a direct 
challenge that I had to face and affirm. She was teaching me. 
Now, years later, I read again her final words to the class and 
recognize the passion and beauty of her will to know and to act:

I am a black woman. I grew up in Shaker Heights,
Ohio. I cannot go back and change years of believing 
that I could never be quite as pretty or intelligent as 
many of my white friends—but I can go forward learn-
ing pride in who I am. . . .  I cannot go back and change 
years of believing that the most wonderful thing in the 
world would be to be Martin Luther King, Jr.’s wife— 
but I can go on and find the strength I need to be the 
revolutionary for myself rather than the companion 
and help for someone else. So no, I don’t believe that 
we change what has already been done but we can 
change the future and so I am reclaiming and learning 
more of who I am so that I can be whole.

Attempting to gather my thoughts on eroticism and pedagogy, 
I have reread student journals covering a span of ten years. 
Again and again, I read notes that could easily be considered 
“rom antic” as students express their love for me, our class. 
H ere an Asian student offers her thoughts about a class:
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White people have never understood the beauty of 
silence, of connection and reflection. You teach us to 
speak, and to listen for the signs of the wind. Like a 
guide, you walk silently through the forest ahead of us.
In the forest everything has sound, speaks . . . You too 
teach us to talk, where all life speaks in the forest, not 
just the white man’s. Isn’t that part of feeling whole— 
the ability to be able to talk, to not have to be silent or 
performing all the time, to be able to be critical and 
honest—openly? This is the truth you have taught us: 
all people deserve to speak.

O r a black male student writing that he will “love me now 
and always” because our class has been a dance, and he loves to 
dance:

I love to dance. When I was a child, I danced every-
where. Why walk there when you can shuffle-ball- 
change all the way. When I danced my soul ran free. I 
was poetry. On my Saturday grocery excursions with 
my mother, I would flap, flap, flap, ball change the 
shopping cart through the aisles. Mama would turn to 
me and say, “Boy, stop that dancing. White people 
think that’s all we can do anyway.” I would stop but 
when she wasn’t looking I would do a quick high bell 
kick or tow. I didn’t care what white people thought, I 
just loved to dance-dance-dance. I still dance and I still 
don’t care what people think white or black. When I 
dance my soul is free. It is sad to read about men who 
stop dancing, who stop being foolish, who stop letting 
their souls fly free. . . .  I guess for me, surviving whole 
means never to stop dancing.

These words were written by O ’Neal LaRon Clark in 1987. We 
had a passionate teacher/student relationship. He was taller 
than six feet; I rem em ber the day he came to class late and came 
right up to the front, picked me up and whirled me around.
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The class laughed. I called him “fool” and laughed. It was byway 
of apologizing for being late, for missing any mom ent of class-
room passion. And so he brought his own moment. I, too, love 
to dance. And so we danced our way into the future as comrades 
and friends bound by all we had learned in class together. 
Those who knew him rem em ber the times he came to class early 
to do funny imitations of the teacher. He died unexpectedly last 
year—still dancing, still loving me now and always.

When eros is present in the classroom setting, then love is 
bound to flourish. Well-learned distinctions between public 
and private make us believe that love has no place in the class-
room. Even though many viewers could applaud a movie like 
The Dead Poets Society, possibly identifying with the passion of 
the professor and his students, rarely is such passion institu-
tionally affirmed. Professors are expected to publish, but no 
one really expects or demands of us that we really care about 
teaching in uniquely passionate and different ways. Teachers 
who love students and are loved by them are still “suspect” in 
the academy. Some of the suspicion is that the presence of feel-
ings, of passions, may not allow for objective consideration of 
each student’s merit. But this very notion is based on the false 
assumption that education is neutral, that there is some “even” 
emotional ground we stand on that enables us to treat every-
one equally, dispassionately. In reality, special bonds between 
professors and students have always existed, but traditionally 
they have been exclusive rather than inclusive. To allow one’s 
feeling of care and will to nurture particular individuals in the 
classroom—to expand and embrace everyone—goes against 
the notion of privatized passion. In student journals from vari-
ous classes I have taught there have always been complaints 
about the perceived special bonding between myself and par-
ticular students. Realizing that my students were uncertain 
about expresssions of care and love in the classroom, I found it 
necessary to teach on the subject. I asked students once: “Why
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do you feel that the regard I extend to a particular student can-
not also be extended to each of you? Why do you think there is 
not enough love or care to go around?” To answer these ques-
tions they had to think deeply about the society we live in, how 
we are taught to compete with one another. They had to think 
about capitalism and how it informs the way we think about 
love and care, the way we live in our bodies, the way we try to 
separate m ind from body.

There is no t much passionate teaching or learning taking 
place in higher education today. Even when students are des-
perately yearning to be touched by knowledge, professors still 
fear the challenge, allow their worries about losing control to 
override their desires to teach. Concurrently, those of us who 
teach the same old stubjects in the same old ways are often 
inwardly bored—unable to rekindle passions we may have once 
felt. If, as Thomas M erton suggests in his essay on pedagogy 
“Learning to Live,” the purpose of education is to show stu-
dents how to define themselves “authentically and spontane-
ously in relation” to the world, then professors can best teach if 
we are self-actualized. Merton reminds us that “the original and 
authentic ‘paradise’ idea, both in the monastery and in the 
university, implied not simply a celestial store of theoretic ideas 
to which the Magistri and Doctores held the key, but the inner 
self of the student” who would discover the ground of their 
being in relation to themselves, to higher powers, to communi-
ty. That the “fruit of education . . . was in the activation of that 
utmost center. ” To restore passion to the classroom or to excite 
it in classrooms where it has never been, professors must find 
again the place of eros within ourselves and together allow the 
mind and body to feel and know desire.
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Ecstasy

14

Teaching and Learning W ithout Limits

On a gorgeous Maine summer day, I fell down a hill and broke 
my wrist severely As I was sitting in the dirt, experiencing the 
most excruciating pain, more intense than any I had ever felt 
in my life, an image flashed across the screen of my mind. It was 
one of me as a young girl falling down another hill. In both 
cases, my falling was related to challenging myself to move 
beyond limits. As a child it was the limits of fear. As a grown 
woman, it was the limits o f being tired—what I call “bone 
weary.” I had came to Skowhegan to give a lecture at a summer 
art program. A number of nonwhite students had shared with 
me that they rarely have any critique o f their work from schol-
ars and artists o f color. Even though I felt tired and very sick, I 
wanted to affirm their work and their needs, so I awakened 
early in the morning to climb the hill to do studio visits.

Skowhegan was once a working farm. Old barns had been  
converted into studios. The studio I was leaving, after having
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had an intense discussion with several young black artists, 
female and male, led into a cow pasture. Sitting in pain at the 
bottom of the hill, staring in the face of the black female artist 
whose studio door I had been trying to reach, I saw such disap-
pointm ent. W hen she came to help me, she expressed con-
cern, yet what I heard was another feeling entirely. She really 
needed to talk about her work with someone she could trust, 
who would not approach it with racist, sexist, or classist preju-
dice, someone whose intellect and vision she could respect. 
That someone did not need to be me. It could have been any 
teacher. When I think about my life as a student, I can rem em -
ber vividly the faces, gestures, habits of being of all the individ-
ual teachers who nurtured and guided me, who offered me an 
opportunity to experience joy in learning, who made the class-
room a space of critical thinking, who made the exchange of 
inform ation and ideas a kind of ecstasy.

Recently, I worked on a program at CBS on American femi-
nism. I and other black women present were asked to name 
what we felt helps enable feminist thinking and feminist move-
ment. I answered that to me “critical thinking” was the primary 
elem ent allowing the possibility of change. Passionately insist-
ing that no m atter what one’s class, race, gender, or social 
standing, I shared my beliefs that without the capacity to think 
critically about our selves and our lives, none of us would be 
able to move forward, to change, to grow. In our society, which 
is so fundamentally anti-intellectual, critical thinking is not 
encouraged. Engaged pedagogy has been essential to my devel-
opm ent as an intellectual, as a teacher/professor because the 
heart of this approach to learning is critical thinking. Condi-
tions of radical openness exist in any learning situation where 
students and teachers celebrate their abilities to think critically, 
to engage in pedagogical praxis.

Profound com mitment to engaged pedagogy is taxing to 
the spirit. After twenty years of teaching, I have begun to need
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time away from the classroom. Somehow, moving around to 
teach at different institutions has always prevented me from 
having that marvelous paid sabbatical that is one of the materi-
al rewards of academic life. This factor, coupled with commit-
m ent to teaching, has m eant that even when I take a job  that 
places me on a part-time schedule, instead of taking time away 
from teaching, I lecture elsewhere. I do this because I sense 
such desperate need in students—their fear that no one really 
cares whether they learn or develop intellectually.

My com mitment to engaged pedagogy is an expression of 
political activism. Given that our educational institutions are so 
deeply invested in a banking system, teachers are more reward-
ed when we do not teach against the grain. The choice to work 
against the grain, to challenge the status quo, often has nega-
tive consequences. And that is part of what makes that choice 
one that is not politically neutral. In colleges and universities, 
teaching is often the least valued of our many professional 
tasks. It saddens me that colleagues are often suspicious of 
teachers whom students long to study with. And there is a ten-
dency to underm ine the professorial com mitment of engaged 
pedagogues by suggesting that what we do is not as rigorously 
academic as it should be. Ideally, education should be a place 
where the need for diverse teaching methods and styles would 
be valued, encouraged, seen as essential to learning. Occasion-
ally students feel concerned when a class departs from the 
banking system. I rem ind them that they can have a lifetime of 
classes that reflect conventional norms.

O f course, I hope that more professors will seek to be 
engaged. Although it is a reward of engaged pedagogy that stu-
dents seek courses with those of us who have made a whole-
hearted com m itm ent to education as the practice of freedom, 
it is also true that we are often overworked, our classes often 
overcrowded. For years, I envied those professors who taught 
more conventionally, because they frequently had small class-
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es. Throughout my teaching career my classes have been too 
large to be as effective as they could be. Over time, I ’ve begun 
to see that departm ental pressure on “popular” professors to 
accept larger classes was also a way to underm ine engaged ped- 
agogy. If classes became so full that it is impossible to know stu-
dents’ names, to spend quality time with each of them, then 
the effort to build a learning community fails. Throughout my 
teaching career, I have found it helpful to m eet with each stu-
dent in my classes, if only briefly. Rather than sitting in my 
office for hours waiting for individual students to choose to 
m eet or for problems to arise, I have preferred to schedule 
lunches with students. Sometimes, the whole class might bring 
lunch and have discussion in a space other than our usual 
classroom. At Oberlin, for instance, we might go as a class to 
the African Heritage House and have lunch, both to learn 
about different places on campus and gather in a setting other 
than our classroom.

Many professors remain unwilling to be involved with any 
pedagogical practices that emphasize mutual participation be-
tween teacher and student because more time and effort are 
required to do this work. Yet some version of engaged peda-
gogy is really the only type of teaching that truly generates 
excitement in the classroom, that enables students and profes-
sors to feel the joy of learning.

I was rem inded of this during my trip to the emergency 
room after falling down that hill. I talked so intensely about 
ideas with the two students who were rushing me to the hospi-
tal that I forgot my pain. It is this passion for ideas, for critical 
thinking and dialogical exchange that I want to celebrate in 
the classroom, to share with students.

Talking about pedagogy, thinking about it critically, is not 
the intellectual work that most folks think is hip and cool. 
Cultural criticism and feminist theory are the areas of my 
work that are most often deem ed interesting by students and
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colleagues alike. Most of us are not inclined to see discussion 
of pedagogy as central to our academic work and intellectual 
growth, or the practice of teaching as work that enhances 
and enriches scholarship. Yet it has been the mutual interplay 
of thinking, writing and sharing ideas as an intellectual and 
teacher that creates whatever insights are in my work. My devo-
tion to that interplay keeps me teaching in academic settings, 
despite their difficulties.

When I first read Strangers in Paradise: Academics from the 
Working Class, I was stunned by the intense bitterness expressed 
in the individual narratives. This bitterness was not unfamiliar 
to me. I understood what Jane Ellen Wilson m eant when she 
declared, “The whole process of becoming highly educated was 
for me a process of losing faith.” I have felt that bitterness most 
keenly in relation to academic colleagues. It em erged from my 
sense that so many of them willingly betrayed the promise of 
intellectual fellowship and radical openness that I believe is the 
heart and soul of learning. When I moved beyond those feel-
ings to focus my attention on the classroom, the one place in 
the academy where I could have the most impact, they became 
less intense. I became more passionate in my com mitment to 
the art of teaching.

Engaged pedagogy not only compels me to be constantly 
creative in the classroom, it also sanctions involvement with stu-
dents beyond that setting. I journey with students as they 
progress in their lives beyond our classroom experience. In 
many ways, I continue to teach them, even as they become 
more capable of teaching me. The im portant lesson that we 
learn together, the lesson that allows us to move together with-
in and beyond the classroom, is one of mutual engagement.

I could never say that I have no idea of the way students 
respond to my pedagogy; they give me constant feedback. 
When I teach, I encourage them  to critique, evaluate, make 
suggestions and interventions as we go along. Evaluations at
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the end of a course rarely help us improve the learning experi-
ence we share together. W hen students see themselves as m utu-
ally responsible for the development of a learning community, 
they offer constructive input.

Students do not always enjoy studying with me. Often they 
find my courses challenge them in ways that are deeply unset-
tling. This was particularly disturbing to me at the beginning of 
my teaching career because I wanted to be like and admired. It 
took time and experience for me to understand that the re-
wards of engaged pedagogy might not emerge during a course. 
Luckily, I have taught many students who take time to recon-
nect and share the impact of our working together on their 
lives. Then the work I do as a teacher is affirmed again and 
again, not only by the accolades extended to me but by the 
career choices students make, their habits of being. W hen a 
student tells me that she struggled with the decision to do cor-
porate law, jo ined  such and such a firm, and then at the last 
minute began to reconsider w hether this was what she felt 
called to do, sharing that her decision was influenced by the 
courses she took with me, I am rem inded of the power we have 
as teachers as well as the awesome responsibility. Commitment 
to engaged pedagogy carries with it the willingness to be re-
sponsible, not to pretend that professors do not have the power 
to change the direction of our students’ lives.

I began this collection of essays confessing that I did not 
want to be a teacher. After twenty years of teaching, I can con-
fess that I am often most joyous in the classroom, brought clos-
er here to the ecstatic than by most of life’s experiences. In a 
recent issue of Tricycle, a journal of Buddhist thought, Pema 
Chodron talks about the ways teachers function as role models, 
describing those teachers that most touched her spirit:

My models were the people who stepped outside of the
conventional mind and who could actually stop my
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mind and completely open it up and free it, even for a 
moment, from a conventional, habitual way of looking 
at things. . . .  If you are really preparing for ground-
lessness, preparing for the reality of human existence, 
you are living on the razor’s edge, and you must 
become used to the fact that things shift and change.
Things are not certain and they do not last and you do 
not know what is going to happen. My teachers have 
always pushed me over the cliff. . . .

Reading this passage, I felt deep kinship, for I have sought 
teachers in all areas of my life who would challenge me beyond 
what I might select for myself, and in and through that chal-
lenge allow me a space of radical openness where I am truly 
free to choose—able to learn and grow without limits.

The academy is not paradise. But learning is a place where 
paradise can be created. The classroom, with all its limitations, 
remains a location of possibility. In that field of possibility we 
have the opportunity to labor for freedom, to dem and of our-
selves and our comrades, an openness of m ind and heart that 
allows us to face reality even as we collectively imagine ways to 
move beyond boundaries, to transgress. This is education as 
the practice of freedom.


