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WHITE TEACHER, BLACK WRITERS,
WHITE STUDENTS: COLORBLINDNESS
AND RacialL CONSCIOUSNESS IN
TEACHING AFRICAN AMERICAN
LITERATURE

Jesse Kavadlo

“You’re TEAcHING THIS CLASS?”
The first time 1 offered to teach the course in a mid-sized stare
university in the rural upper-Midwest, Ben, a student in my
composition class, asked me whether “you’re really teaching ‘African
American literature.’” T replied that T was.

“And you’re qualified to teach it because youre from the Broox?”
he asked, smiling.

His question, while facetious, implicitly addressed several
problems, assumptions, and biases: could I, a white man, really be
teaching something called African American literature? He clearly
wouldrt have asked in such a way about, say, a survey of British, or
French, or German literature; yet 1 also doubt he would have asked
if it were a Native American, Immigrant, or general Multicultural
American literature class. Still, his tongue-in-cheek response masks
the mote profound question shared by others in and outside the
teaching profession: why does African American literature specifi-
cally seem to require racial identification in ways that few, if any,
other fields do? And rather than allow this resistance to unravei the
class, how can college instructors instead weave this challenge into

its very fabric?
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COLORBLINDNESS

My initial experience differed from that of Joyce A. Joyee, a b
professor, who writes, “As Iintroduced myself, I realized that althoy
[the white students] knew they had signed up for a course in Afric
American literature, they had unconsciously assemed that the teach
would Iook fike them” (2005, 38). Our students® seemingly oppos
reactions, however, underlie the same biased binaries and analogies.
even in twenty-first-cenrury America, unconsciously, black remains
white as primitive is to modern, natural is to cultured. and auther;
is to mediated. Joyce’s students could not see her as an inteflectu
authority; my srudent could npt s¢¢ me as authentic. And yet this
tnability to see is a result of, not an aberration from, what has becom
known as the (white) American ideal of “colorblindness.”
Colorblind is a revealing metaphor, one that repositions deficiency
as asset. The willfuj Aspiration not to see, or, obviously, discuss racs
has paradoxical effects: firse, it discourages white students from learn:

ing about any culture other than their own, by reinforcing the fallacy:

that, in fact, there is no culture other than their oW were alf the
same, Then, it implies that those who do call artention ro race, even

when the purpose is to analyze the texts of black people historically:

excluded by the so-called colorblind canon, are themseives preju

diced: we're all the same, and anyone who suggests otherwise 5 @ racis,
Ever: when students Opt to enroll in a class that obviously eschews’

colorblindness in irs title and curriculuimn, the entrenched, defauk
colorblind code prevails: for many white college students, to cal}
attention to race, regardless of the reason, is itself a racist practice,
Eventually, however, the repressed reality of race-——which should be,
but frequently s not, apparent to anyone who is a member of a
minority group or is close to someone who is, or anyone who has
taken a census, filled out 3 college application, warched television or
movies, listened to the radio, or lived in or near 3 ity or knows
someane who rmmf:znm::mw manifests itself in a Freudjan return,
through a sporadic joke, slip, or question.

Indeed, each time I’ve subsequently offered the class, now five
times in two different colleges, I’ve had one white student ask me
whether T was really teaching the course. My response has been
twotold: 1) Tell the seudent “yes.” But: 2) Incorporate the question
into the class. To do otherwise becomes the whire elephant, as it were,
in the room once we begin. Colorblindness, while maintaining its
function as the rhetoric of good etiquette but bad faith {in arguments
from affirmative action to the federal government’s response to the
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correct these fundamental misreadings.

It’s too bad. then, that all I could think to tell Bess was that in fact
’s s , -

I’'m from Brooklyn.
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ocritical. Being a white teacher of black writers is not fraundalent,

t to ignore its historical context and political implicarion is.

‘What such instructors must understand and communicate with
gly the themes and thrasts of so many of
that colorblindness is naive at best
ritutional racism at woist.
rough her most recent,
s* and “we” pro-
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e conventionalized narrative, operating
cycles, and eilipses. White char-
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I remember the language of the people T grew up with, Language was

so important to them. All that power was it it. And grace and metaphot.
¢ the habit Is that when

Some of it was very formal and Biblical, becaus
you have something important to say you go into parable, if you're
from Africa, or you go into another level of language. I wanted to use
language that way, because my feeling was that a black novel was not
black because I wrote it, or because there were black people in it, or
becanse it was about black things. It was the style. It had a certain
style. Tt was inevitable. 1 couldn’t describe it, but I could produce it.

(qed. in Zinsser 2001, 242)

Morrison, then, collides with colorblindness by claiming the existence
of “blackness,” but at the same time she moves away from essentialism
and into the reatm of language. In keeping, the “Who shall teach...”/

“Are you qualified because...” questions converge not just in terms
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of identity, but identity’s intersection with language. As
Gates suggests, “No one, it seems clear, believes that the LEXts Writh
by black authors cohere into a tradition because the authors sha
certain innate characteristics” {1992, 100)—or, 'l add, commug
characteristics, such as social background, political ideology, or,

course, city of origin. Rather, Gates concludes, “Many black authe
read and revise one another,

cultural and linguistic code
(1992, 101), » in addition to narrative elements
of particular concern for the
precisely what happens to tha
and in some cases read
student.

To start with the most extreme, yet ubiquitous, example, as the
white rap group the Beastic Boys discovered when they addressed the
predominantly black audience in Harlem’s Apollo ‘Theater, the word
“nigger” cannot be separated from its historical function of degrada-;
tion when a white person uses it, no matter how much authenticity
the Brooklyn-born Beasties imagine they possess. Similarly, Jaw:

professor Gerald Wetlaufer created an “environment that is hostile -
to” black students when he read passages—albeit from Pulitzer Prige-
winning Sources—containing racial slurs at the University of lowa :
Law School. At issue were not the epithets themselves but the lack of
warning, preparation, and context, together with the suggestion that -
the incident was “indicative of 2 much larger problem,” according to -
the Black Law Students Association {Jordan). As Gloria Naylor, author
of The Women of Brewster Place, writes of “nigger,” the word carries
vastly different meanings depending upon who says the word, to
whom, under what circumstances, and using which tone: “Words
themselves,” she writes, “are innocuous; it is the consensus that gives
them true power” (2004, 93). Even if the text and the language-—the
miessage——remain the same, what happens when the sender—

the teacher, acting in the author’s obvious absence—is whire
are the receivers—the students?

stands, the message subse
many works use potentially offensive language.

The teacher, then, while welcoming the controversy requisite to
the topics at hand, should neither take imagined insider’s Eunﬁﬂamvmm
Hrnmgmmmwoﬁmm

sunderstood, nor imagine that words exist in a
vacuumm, as Wetlaufer inadvertently implied. This temperance may
take different forms; for me, it means pever saying “nigger” aloud
unless I’m reading directly from the text of a black writer, only if the

2
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, and so
As any student of linguistics under-

quently changes with it. And of course,
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