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Introduction
Learning and Teaching for Decolonisation

Proma Tagore

The struggle of marginalised peoples to set the terms through which
we define, understand, and express our selves has been a crucial
and recurrent theme in anti-racist activism, in movements for
decolonisation, independence, or self-determination, and in social
Jjustice movements more generally. The title of this anthology, In Owr
Own Voices, is meant to invoke this desire and this insistence: that we, as
marginalised people, have the right to name our own experiences, to
claim our own knowledges, and to speak our own stories, as opposed
to having others speak for us, descrsirx our realities to us, or produce

- knowledge about us.

Taking this basic principle as a starting point, this anthology
examines, more specifically, the question of what it means to teach,
learn, or undertake projects relating to knowledge, consciousness,
pedagogy, and education with the goals of decolonisation, anti-racism,
or anti-oppressive struggle and practice. The desire for a collected
volume of work by students, teachers, activists and others committed
to challenging racism and colonialism in their work grew directly out
of my own experiences teaching as a queer woman of colour in a
predominantly white, Eurocentric institutional setting — and the
various issues, difficulties, and questions that such a positioning entails.
This anthology was created with the intention that it could serve at
once as a practical guide that might help marginalised students and
staff’ better negotiate their educational experiences, as a place where
we could find ourselves and our stories reflected, as a means of sharing
our knowledges, and as an entry-point for identifying strategies of

- resistance that could make a difference to our university campuses or

1o our learning more broadly.

As I reflect on my own experiences as both a student, and now
also an instructor of ‘postcolonial literature’ within the context of
the Department of English at the University of Victoria, I cannot
avoid being reminded of the political and historical links between
the institutions in which I am situated and the trajectories of British
imperialism. Similarly, my placement and faltering belongings in
this institutional setting are unequivocally beund up with a variety of
other stories that I could tell about myself — stories having to do with
histories of immigration; experiences ol racism and racialisation; my
class and caste positionings; my inconsistent and awkward relationships
with both the English and Bengali languages; the things I remember
and forget; how I live my gender and sexuality; my understandings of
family, home and community; or my passion for and sense of survival
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through various acts of storytelling — all related to my particular
placement in global histories of colonisation and capitalism. My
different embodiments in systems of privilege and subordination, and
consequently in the space of the classroom or university, necessarily
pose various challenges, questions, contradictions and dilemmas that
require me to reflect on, critique, historicise, and politicise my teaching
and learning in such spaces,

Historically in the west, the university is a space that has been
reserved for the white middle-class — a fact that is reflected not
only in its culture, but also in its curriculum and the ways in which
it conceives of both knowledge and instruction.  With the growing
pressures eflected by the numerous anti-colonial resistances and claims
for Indigenous rights that have taken place around the world, and due
to the impact of related social movements such as the US Civil Rights
movement, feminism, and gay and lesbian rights movements, small
spaces have been opened up within North American universities for
some demographic shifts along the lines of class, gender, race, and
sexual orientation. Yet, even as ‘minority groups’ begin to occupy
different sites within Canadian and US academic institutions, and
even as there is now a growing body of intellectual work on issues
of race, gender, sexuality, class and colonialism, the basic structures
and functioning of university life — including curriculum, pedagogy, or
resources and support for marginalised students and faculty — remain
largely unchangur Marginalised students and stafT still typically ‘“fall
through the cracks’ of such institutions, with little support.

Students of colour and First Nations students face particular
problems negotiating classrooms and the university in general. Some of
the daily issues faced by these students include: a general silence around
cul(mia};sm, racism, and racialised experiences; backlash for speaking
up against racism; isolation in classes and within departments; racist
violence, harassment and threat; a Eurocentric curriculum and the
absence of voices and histories that speak to the realitics, knowledges,
and needs of people of colour and Indigenous people; stereotyping,
silencing, marginalisation, invisibility, tokenism and/or objectification
in classrooms both by other students and by white professors; a lack of
models and/or resources to help manocuvre specific circumstances,
including sccking redress for harassment, coping with racism, or
imagining anti-colonial and anti-racist spaces and methods of learning;
a lack of supervision, support and/or expertise for projects on anti-
racism or on histories and knowledges developed outside, apart from,
or in resistance to colonial ways of knowing,

Indeed, the context of most North American universities is still one
in which non-white histories and realities are often absented or else
‘othered’ - that is, presented from the perspective of white hegemony.
A great deal of what is deemed to be valuable knowledge by the
university thus neither resonates nor has much theoretical/practical
meaning and relevance in the context of the lives of Indigenous people
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and people of colour. Colonialism and racism, including the systemic
ways in which knowledge is racialised by the institution, deeply affect
and mediate how experiences of learning and university education are
structured for these marginalised students.

This anthology came out of a direct need for a resource that
could help racialised students to better negotiate their educational
experiences and, along with others, create ways of resisting racism
on campuses, in classrooms, and in class materials. The call for
papers for this anthology was inspired by the words of June Jordan,
the African-American poet, educator, and activist, who wrote: “For
us, there is nothing optional about *black experience’ and/or ‘black
studies’: we must know ourselves.”'  Indeed, one of the recurrent
sentiments expressed to me by both marginalised students and faculty
in the institution at which I currently teach is of the crucial role
played by fora where individuals are able to know and reflect on the
stories and experiences of others located in similar sorts of positions,
especially as these positionings are so often marked by an(r(l)hrough
isolation. Sometimes, hypocritically, there is a great deal of pressure
from the white administration for the few racialised individuals and
groups who are situated within the university to ‘teach anti-racism’,
to laLc on the sole responsibility for developing anti-racist curricula,
for placing issues related to racism and colonialism on the university's
agenda, to educate racist white professors and administrators about
their own racisms — or to somehow, magically, in the framework of the
one hour that has been reserved for a single workshop on anti-racism,
or more probably on ‘diversity’, do away with racism once and for
all at the university. 1 have come to recognise these demands less as
indicators of an honest, committed, or authentic readiness to work
toward a more socially just environment, and more as acts of denial:
ways of trivialising the realities of racism in the lives of people of
colour and Indigenous people, and of silencing or containing ongoing
discussions of colonialism and race. This anthology was created with
the idea that it is important to ask questions about who is asked to
bear the responsibility for undoing racism and colonisation, and who
is absolved from having to think through one’s own implication within
multiple and interlocking systems of power, privilege, and oppression.
I think, in many ways, the poetry, essays, and artwork included in
this anthology are not all that interested in ‘educating others’; rather,
this work is about having conversations with one another, knowing
ourselves better, and through this, developing new imaginings for how
we might organise our resistances more effectively.

While many of the issues covered in this anthology relate specifically
and directly to university education, it must be noted that experiences
of silencing, invisibility, and violence for people of colour and
Indigenous people are by no means unique to the university setting,
These experiences are part of our daily living. As Rubina Sidhu writes
in her essay that is included in this anthology, the feeling of marginality,




10 FProma “Tagore

in conjunction with the need to undo and resist this marginalisation
through anti-racist education and practice, is a struggle that “goes far
beyond the classroom; it goes into the corners of everything I do.”
‘The university is thus one institution that functions in combination
with other colonial institutions — including western law; government;
institutions of modern science and medicine; white Christianity,
including Christian missionisation; institutions that regulate families
and sexualities; business; the military; social services; and schooling
more generally - to uphold systems of colonial and racial domination.
The racism that we, as people of colour, might face in the context of
North American classrooms and universities must therefore be located
within this broader framework of global and local, institutional and
everyday forms of racial violence, domination, and subjugation.

When I walk into my classrooms, I do not and cannot simply leave
these relations behind me, at the door. When I walk into a classroom
and into the university, I am profoundly reminded that many of us
who are here, indeed if we find ourselves here at all, do not enter on
equal terms. In asking mysell’ what it means to teach and learn toward
decolonisation, I make an effort to be accountable to such institutional
positionings, while also striving to shift these relations. I do this in an
attempt to move beyond and outside of certain colonial frameworks
of teaching, learning, and knowing, and toward being able to see and
speak mysell more clearly, more wholly, more truthfully, and through
terms of my own making,

While this work draws from, and is inspired by, an established and
growing body of writing on issues of anti-racist and anti-oppressive
education and pedagogy, I feel that this anthology is unique in the
extent to which it centres the voices, narratives, writing, and perspectives
of students, in particular. For both the contributors to, and readers
of, this anthology, I hope that the various narratives included herein
will offer all of us ways to think through institutional experiences that
are often constructed as isolated ones and, instead, through shared
reflections, reconstruct these experiences and our educational projects
in ways that are liberatory and empowering,

Notes

I. June Jordan, cited in Chandra Mohanty, Feminism Without Borders (Durham:
Duke UP, 2003), 197.

2. Rubina Sidhu, “Blankets of Silence,” In Our Own Voices, ed. Proma Tagore
(Winnipeg: Larkuma, 2005),

a/li(f)ve to tell

njeri-damali (campbell)

njeri-damali (campbell)

aftereffects

5.0
e Martins, 2002

My mere existence in the academic world challenges colonialism. The
fact that i write like this, sing like this, breathe like this, or breathe at
all, goes against a larger colonial project bent on my erasure.' Is this a
little too harsh? Maybe it is. Maybe 1’'m overreacting, but i don’t think
s0. The tears tell me otherwise.

July 15, 2003
dear mom,

W's getting darkey, and i'm still at work, thinking about what i'm doing in my
academic careey, wondering how to really answer the question that you ask me all
the time “what about your future?” i thought 1°d take this opportumty to tell you a
little about where + am wn the world these days, and what my work is all abou.
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you know that i studied Political Science and Sociology in my undergrad at York.
1 graduated with honours, and took a year off to start my position at the Ontario
Young People’s Alliance. during that yeay, i applied for a variety of graduate
programs, and was invited to study education at York, in a program called
“Language, Culture, and Teaching * this continues to be a huge challenge for me,
because as i progress in my studies, 1 realise that the work that i do is quite intense,
and extremely important to me.

When i was younger, being ‘self-conscious’ was a bad thing. It
meant, and often felt, as if the world was looking angrily over my
shoulder, breathing down my neck, judging me. i've chosen to dodge
that trigger, and think of mysell” as self-reflexive. This means that
i operate with the assumption that nothing that i write, or that i
Emducc. or that i research will ever be disconnected from me. This,

y extension, now means that i start from i. i declare that my place
in the world is impacted by the matrices of my identity. i am young,
Black, queer, middle-classed, diasporic, university-educated, able-
bodied, sex-positive, natural-haired, dark-skinned, ‘heterosexy’, and,
and, and... i understand the world in this way. The stories that i search
for, and the stories that i seek will always be anchored by this reality; i
am driven by this. ‘it’ — the work that i produce ~ becomes me.

i have chosen to turn my eritical gaze toward a system (the school system) that i
Ilrﬁltd in, and was rewarded by. you and dad saw the side of school that others
id. you saw my report cards which were usually pretty good, you saw me go to
summer school, and then be employed at summer school. you witnessed the awards,
the speeches, the special attention, and the scholarships. and many others did too:
our fellow church families, our neighbours and family friends, even some of my
own leachers. you saw all this, and celebrated it with me, and for that i thank
you.

but there was so much more than that. i remember my grade 3 teacher, who had
bright red hair and pale white skin. she seemed so tall back then. she was from
Ireland, i think. anyway, she had a program called student of the month, and in
this program, one student was chosen each month, based on something special they
did, or their marks, or something the winning student each month would get their
name put up on the board, along with a photograph. gold and red stars would be
Jestooned around their face, and they would also get a nice certificate.

1 wanted, more than anything, to be student of the month. it was the last full
month of school — may — my birth month. and some of my classmates had told
me that i would probably be chosen. i kept my hopes up.. the first few days l{
may passed by, and no student was chosen! ‘why?’ i wondered.. 1 thought maybe
she had stopped early this year, or maybe she was still deciding who to pick. one
whole week passed by, and another, and another.. no choice was made. someone
asked her one day in class, “mi-iss?” the student said, with her hand up high,
“who’s the student of the month?” the class fell silent, eager to hear her response.
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“Njeri Campbell” our teacher responded simply, and returned to her work.

i was devastated. i had been chosen as student of the month? and she waited three
weeks to put it up on the board? why didn’t she celebrate me like the others?

a few days aftes, the school was dismissed for the holidays, and i, embarrassed, left
the class, sadder than ever. i would have preferred not being chosen, over this sorry
stale of affars.

this wasn’t the first such event, and was definitely not the last. i came up against
school, as an institution in so many ways. often when i made complaints, or
explained my situations, i was told not to be so sensitive, by you and dad: or i was
told that nothing could be done, by the authority figures at the school.

lhalmadx_'ﬂicuhexpnimalodca[ua]h,andaxamulligmakdavey
violent anger toward my teachers which resulted in many conflicts. when i switched
schools, and i went to St. Andrews’ french immersion program, things got even
worse. @ had decided to shift my identity, and symbolised that shift by changing the
pronunciation of my name. “Naje-raye” i told people to call me, and Na-je-raye
t became. Na-je-raye was funny, the new girl in class, not so good in french but
very good in english. Na-je-raye, was rich. although she lived in a lower-income,
working class part of the city, she told people that her family was rich, that she
had a butler, and many limousines.

al first, people believed her, and many of the students around her wanted to be her
Jrend. but, little by little, the other girls at school found her out, and cornered her
in the yard one day afler class.

t remember that day very well,

i'm still pulling away from the colony, you know? Some writers (i
don’t know their names) talk about the theory of a ‘colonized mind’,
which i think refers to those who were done in by the colonial project,
who no longer need a person, or institution to colonize them, because
they have perfected the art on their own. Sometimes i ask myself if
i can csc:rc this ever. Even thov.:fh i do share who i am and where i
am placed, i still come from a world that has made secret deposits into
my life account whenever i have played their game. At times, i feel as
if it is not enough to play the identity game, and out myself. i must do
more, .

These days, ‘more’ means re-membering; bringing/drudging/
yanking/coaxing stufl up from the past and %c-)oking at it again, re-
telling the tales, re-singing the songs, and grounding through/with
it. I have learned lately, that this work can be called ‘oral history” or
‘ethnographic re-search’. It is pretty messy and is described by Fern
Ingersoll and Jasper Ingersoll as “... a continuous, night- and- day
series of happenings, plots thickening and thinning, information






