
Oppression
hooks on radical pedagogy

Dr. Clea F. Rees Feminist Philosophy

The following are some brief quotations from ‘Building a Teaching Community’
(hooks 1994, pp. 129–165):

Ron Schapp: . . . even when reading radical texts there is a need to do so in

a way that validates the scholarship that [professors] they’ve been raised on.

They can’t let go of it. . . . But it devalues the significance, the impact, of a

work by Toni Morrison, or by yourself, if it is not taught in a manner that goes

against the grain. In philosophy classes today, work on race, ethnicity, and

gender is used, but not in a subversive way. It is simply used to update the

curriculum superficially. (hooks 1994, p. 142)

bell hooks: . . . we are referring to a discussion of whether or not we subvert the

classroom’s politics of domination simply by using different material, or by

having a different, more radical standpoint. Again and again, you and I are

saying that different, more radical subject matter does not create a liberatory

pedagogy, that a simple practice like including personal experience may be

more constructively challenging than simply changing the curriculum. (hooks

1994, p. 148)

RS: . . . Professors, even those who view themselves as liberal, may think that

it’s good for students to speak, only to proceed in a manner that devalues what

the students say.

. . .

RS: . . . Even though students are speaking they don’t really know how to listen

to other students.

bh: In regards to pedagogical practices we must intervene to alter the existing

pedagogical structure and to teach students how to listen, how to hear one
another.

RS: . . . I notice many students have difficulty taking seriously what they them-

selves have to say because they are convinced that the only person who says

anything of note is the teacher. Even if another student does say something

that the teacher says is good, helpful, smart, whatever, it’s only through the

act of the teacher’s validating that the other students take note. If the teacher

doesn’t seem to indicate that this is something worth noting, few students will.

I see it as a fundamental responsibility of the teacher to show by example the

ability to listen to others seriously. . . .
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bh: . . . one of my teaching strategies is to redirect their attention away from

my voice to one another’s voices. I often find that this happens most quickly

when students share experiences in conjunction with academic subject matter,

because then people remember each other. (hooks 1994, pp. 149–151)

bh: . . . There are times when I walk into my class and the students seem

absolutely bored out of their minds. And I say to them, “What’s up? Everybody

seems to be really bored today. There seems to be a lack of energy. What

should we do? What can we do?” . . .My intent is to engage them more fully.

Often students want to deny that they are collectively bored. They want to

please me. Or they don’t want to be critical. At such times I must stress that,

“I’m not taking this personally. It’s not just my job to make this class work.

It’s everyone’s responsibility.” (hooks 1994, p. 155)

Reflections

• What do you think hooks means by “education as the practice of freedom”?

• Can you imagine “an education for freedom”? What does this phrase suggest
to you?

• How does our classroom reproduce patterns of domination from the wider
society? How could we challenge those patterns?

• Could our classroom be non-sexist, non-racist, non-oppressive? Could it be
anti-sexist, anti-racist, anti-oppressive?
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