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Transgressions:
Teaching According
to ‘bell hooks’
By Susan E. Hill, Linda May Fitzgerald,
Joel Haack, and Scharron Clayton

b

ell hooks (always written in
l o w e r-case) is th e p seudon y m — o r, perhaps more correctly, the writing persona—of Gloria Wa tki ns, Di stin guis hed
Professor of English at City College
in New York. hooks is a prolific and
eclectic writer of a number of books
on feminism, racism, pedagogy,
Black intellectual life and popular
culture. She has also published two
autobiographical works.
T he wor k of b ell hook s is
informed by her experience as a
young, Southern girl whose early
education was seen as a political
act. hooks notes that, for her early
teachers, instructing young Black
children in an all Black school was
about the struggle against racism;
it was the prac tice of f reedom.
School integration, she discovered,
moved her away from education as
emancipation and into education as
the amassing of information.
hooks decries education that
merely amasses facts and figures.
Her critique continually challenges

us to thin k abo ut th e poli tical
effects of education. What, she
asks, does it means to participate
in a real democratic culture, in
which different voices and opinions
struggle together to create justice
and equality?
In one of her books, Teaching to
Transgress, hooks notes: “To engage
in dialogue is one of the simplest
ways we can begin as teachers,
scholars, and critical thinkers to
cross boundaries.”1
Taking hooks’ suggestion seriously, the four of us, faculty from
three colleges on the University of
Northern Iowa campus, engaged in
a dialogue about whether and in
what ways the critical pedagogy
proposed by hooks was at work in
our own classrooms.
Despite the differences in our
disciplinary training and professional experience—Susan Hill in
religion, Scharron Clayton, philosophy and religion, Linda Fitzgerald,
education, Joel Haack, mathematics —we discovered that h ooks’

Susan E. Hill, assistant professor of religion, teaches courses on the cultural manifestations of religious belief. Linda May Fitzgerald, assistant professor of curriculum and
development, prepares preservice teachers for certification in early childhood education.
Joel Haack is head of the department of mathematics and teaches courses throughout the
mathematics curriculum. Scharron Clayton, associate professor of philosophy and religion, teaches ethnic and cultural studies. All teach at the University of Northern Iowa.
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Questioning authority gets at the
heart of a liberatory, democratic
education.

understanding of education was
rele van t. Indeed, we wer e all
struck by her analysis of the traditional role of the teacher and her
critiques of traditional teaching
methods that suggest that the student task is to memorize and regurgitate information.2
Such insight s lead hooks to
s peak often—a nd eloqu ently—
about diversity, multiculturalism,
gender, race and class, those issues
given much lip-service in recent
years, and all too simply dismissed
as “politically correct.”
Her views on multiculturalism
and diversity provide the key to
un derst andi ng w h y hook s ca n
speak to all of us who are learners—whether we are teachers or
students.
hooks doesn’t advocate a simple
multiculturalism—add women and
color and stir—but, rather, speaks
passionately for the creation of
c ommuni ties that st ruggle to
understand the effects of power, the
social construction of knowledge
and identity, the meaning of education, and the need for social and
cultural change.
She challenges her readers,
perhaps uncomfortably so, to question and challenge authority.
Questioning authority gets at
the heart of a liberatory, democratic
education. The only way that teachers can think about making the
world a better place, says hooks, is

to fully understand the kinds of
authority—both good and bad—
that we wield with our students.

O

ne of the issues that hooks’
work raised for us was the
question of who we are in
the classroom.
In this essay, we reflect on our
own pedagogical practices, and consider t he ways in which hooks’
work informs our understanding of
teaching and learning. What we
have come to believe is that, while
teaching to transgress sometimes
leads to discomfort for both teachers and students, in that uneasiness lies the comfort of knowing
that the transgressive classroom is
one in which everyone learns.
F or S us an Hill, h ooks’ i d e a
about teaching dovetailed wit h
many theological issues.
For instance, if we remember
that the event that precipitated
Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the
Garden of Eden was eating the
fruit from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, then challenging students to cross boundaries—to sin in order to learn—is
unsettling, at best.
Certainly, this is true in a religi ous s tudies cont e xt, wh ere
exploring the ways religion shapes
individual and cultural attitudes
and practices can conflict with religious commitments.
Also unsettling is hooks’ c o n-
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The teacher as authority figure is
based on a mind/body dualism, where
the teacher is a disembodied mind.

tention that the traditional model
of the teacher as authority figure is
based on a mind/body dualism,
where the teacher is a disembodied
mind in the classroom. Thinking of
ou rse lves onl y as mind, notes
hooks, is precisely what blocks the
possibility of challenging the existing structures of education.
She writes:
The traditional arrangement
of the body we are talking about
d e e m p h a s i zes the reality that
professors are in the classroom
to offer something of ourselves
to the students. The erasure of
the body encourages us to think
that we are listening to neutral,
objective facts, facts that are not
particular to who is sharing the
i n fo rm ation. We are invited to
teach info rm ation as though it
does not emerge from bodies.
Significantly, those of us who
are trying to critique biases in
the classroom have been compelled to return to the body to
speak about ours e l ves as subjects in history. We are all subjects in history.
We must return ourselves to a
state of embodiment in order to
deconstruct the way power has
been traditionally orchestrated
in the classroom, denying subj e c t ivity to some groups and
according it to others. By recognizing subjectivity and the limits

of identity, we dis rupt that
objectification that is so necessary in a culture of domination.3
For hooks, creating a classroom
where the students know they are
learning a particular story coming
from a real person opens up the
possibility for critical thinking.
This approach allows students to
question professors and encourages
professors to join their students in
the learning process.

T

his is transgression at its
best: sinning to cross traditional boundaries, sinning to
learn. Transgressing these boundaries has challenged Hill to take
more personal risks in her teaching. She notes:
I try very hard in my humani ties class to encourage us all to
think about the connec tions
b e t ween history and real life,
constantly to bring home to my
students that there are a myriad
of possible stories they could be
learning and that they are learning the story I wish to tell. In the
best of all possible teach i n g
worlds, they would create their
own stories, too.
In my ‘Women and Christianity’ class, the first assignment is
to ske t ch out w h at we think
a bout and wh at we ’ve been
taught about Eve, the Vi rgi n
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The constant challenge is to engage
students in learning about a subject
they would prefer just to observe.

Mary, and Mary Magdalen, the
three most important women in
the Christian tradition.
E ve ry semester, I complete
this assignment—and others—
wi th my students, so t hat I
reflect on my own relationship
to Christianit y as a wo m a n .
Sharing my experiences with my
students encourages them to
reflect on their own experiences
in a way that listening to a lecture simply cannot.
Scharron Clayton is also concerned with the mind/body split in
the traditional classroom.
As an African-American professor teaching, for the most part,
white students, the constant challen ge is to eng age studen ts in
learning about a subject which
most of them would prefer just to
observe: African-American life.
The fact that most of these students know very lit tle ab out
African-American life doesn’t necessarily mean that they lack opinions, experiences, and attitudes
toward the subject of African Americans.
The challenge for Clayton is “to
liberate the elite and privileged
among us.”
Notes Clayton:
As I am centered in my life, I
invite students to join me in the
center of the content and look

o u t wa rd through diffe re n t
lenses. This cannot be accomplished if they view m e or
African-Americans as an object
of study.
R at h e r, I first have to allow
time for them to view thems e l ves as subjects and re a l i ze
t h at they are subjects … that
they are a subjective part of a
p riv i l eged group of people—
white America. And that I, too,
am a subject, a subject who is of
African heritage and black.

F

or Clayton, recognizing the
subjectiveness of the positions taken on various issues
by her and her students allows for
a free and open exploration of the
course content. She notes:
I am challenged by students
who are uncert ain of their
voices. Some have never used
them in an ethnically dive rs e
e nv i ro n m e n t , or eve n among
their families. I am constantly
awa re of the newne ss of t he
i n fo rm ation that students are
reading, and I am encouraged by
the inquiry which forces us to
reflect on contemporary issues.
And, I am sincerely encouraged by the fact that students
select the course and become
more aware and conscious of the
relationship of history to struc-
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As students become engaged, they begin
to question the structures of social
reality and their assumptions about it.

t u res and attitudes in today ’s
society.
For Clayton, hooks’ work provid es a radi cal p eda gog y that
insists that everyone’s presence is
recognized and valued. These ideas
speak to her longing for a learning
com munit y i n the a cadem y in
which voices are heard and bodies
are recognized.

A

s students become engaged,
they begin to question the
structures of social reality
and their assumptions about it.
Once this occurs, the professor is no
longer seen as the beginning or end
of students’ learning, but rather as
a catalyst for their continued reflection and questioning of the phenomena around them. Clayton’s
behavior in the classroom reflects
he r desir e to lear n mo re and
s har e —alw ays with an o pen
mind—even though she has political beliefs and social realities that
differ from most of her students.
Being willing to push students
into difficult reflection, even to the
point of discomfort, also characterizes Linda Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald
uses hooks’ insights about teaching
to prepare early childhood educators for child care and education
setting s that are inc rea si ngl y
diverse. This diversity manifests
itself not only in class, ethnicity,
and gender but also in the special

needs that children have in classrooms, such as different rates of
development and different ways of
knowing and learning.
Taking literally a professional
development statement—“Students
and prof ess io nals shou ld be
involv ed in t he pla nni ng and
design of their professional development program” 4—she began a
new position by radically changing
her own practice.
I came to class on the first day
with a one-page syllabus and
invited the students to join me in
constructing the rest of the syllabus. But I soon discovered that
giving that much freedom so fast
was like releasing a deep sea
diver from the pressure of the
d epths of the ocean—the students got the bends, and some
thought they were going to die
for sure.
My commitment to dialogue
allowed me to hear their suggestions for providing more structure. My anthropological training helped me discover that I
needed to start with and respect
the cultural mores of my new
u n ive rsity in order to build a
base of trust.
The students needed this base
of familiar ways befo re they
would risk departing from the
unauthentic models of education
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Students must become passionate constructors of their own knowledge and
creators of their own communities.

they were used to and comfortable with.
New teach ers , F itzg erald,
notes, need to learn how to cross
boundaries and set up t wo-way
communication with many different types of families: same-sex parents, substance-abusing parents,
homeless and low-income and teen
parents, parents who speak a different language or dialect.
Fitzgerald hopes to help preservice teachers discover ways across
these boundaries, before having to
enter their own classrooms.

S

tudents must become passionate constructors of their own
knowledge and creat ors of
their own communities. Building
community is recognizing the value
of each individual voice and letting
go of the instructor ’s privileged
position in the classroom. A n d
when each voice can be raised,
there will be conflict. As bell hooks
points out, the classroom may not
be safe and harmonious.
I n man y te acher ed uc ati on
classrooms, powerful mores work
against passionate engagement
that might lead to conflict. But
when truly engaged minds wrestle,
the clash of views and cultures can
inspire a solution more powerful
than any one viewpoint alone.
Such interpersonal conflict may
not be as germane to mathematics,

but the frustration and anxiety in
learning math is a major concern
for Joel Haack.
The body of hooks’ work can
indeed speak to an “apolitical” discipline like math, notes Haack,
though addressing the issues she
raises often requires a more conscious effort.
F or Ha ack, ma themati c s is
more of an art form with occasional
scientific, business, or other practical applications. Many of the developments in modern mathematics,
he points out, concern topics of no
“practical” significance.
He notes:
My own area of re s e a rch is
n o n c o m mu t at ive rings wh o s e
c at egories of modules admit a
functorial duality. My ability to
discover new theorems in this
context contributed significantly
to my promotions and tenure. It
is amazing and I am privileged
to live in a society in which I am
valued for doing this.
Haack became interested in the
application of hooks’ thinking to
mathematics because she seemed
to recognize the politics involved in
mathematics.
For example, some mathematics curricula include exercises that
assume social knowledge some students simply do not have, or preclu de alt ernat i ve answers and
approaches.
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The reform movement in calculus
encourages creative thinking, problem
solving, and communication.

In other cases, disadvantaged
youths can be shunted into educational tracks that neither encourage nor allow them to pursue algebra in high school, leaving them
unprepared for further study or
even entry-level jobs.
At a time when even factory
workers need high school trigonome t r y, some high school graduates
who haven’t been taught this math
are locked out of the jobs th ey
expected to find.
There have been attempts to
deal with these problems. The Algebra Project of Robert Moses, a program developed to encourage disadvantag ed y outh to persis t in
mathematics, is a response to a
subtle form of discrimination in
some school systems.6
Also relevant here is the reform
in the teaching of calculus that has
occurred over the past ten years.
This new approach encourages creative thinking, problem solving,
and communication on the part of
the students. It uses available technology and motivates students via
“real-life” problems from their own
experiences.
Most critically, reform calculus
includes an exploration of alternative teaching, learning, and assessment styles. More students can
succeed in the study of calculus,
because a variety of learning styles
are being addr essed . L earnin g
occurs cooperatively, not just com-

petitively. The availability of technology also makes an allowance for
those who would have been handicapped by a poor algebraic background.

R

eform calculus gives students
the responsibility for learning, but recognizes that this
responsibility is legitimate only
when combined with the teacher ’s
responsibility for setting the stage
for student learning.
Of course, adjusting to a new
teaching style is difficult for both
students and teachers. Students
already have a concept of what is
expected of them in a typical mathematics lesson even at grade 2.7
Change is even more difficult
for instructors. We find that several
years of encouragement, support
and reflection are required to make
permanent changes in classrooms,
whether in primary grades or in
college.
What hooks suggests in regard
to multicultural education applies
to mathematics as well: “Many
teachers are disturbed by the political implications of a multicultural
education because they fear losing
control in a classroom where there
is no one way to approach a subject—only multiple ways and multiple references.”8
Mathematics teacher educators
are well aware that change in the
classroom is accompanied by the
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discomfort of losing control. Mathematics classrooms taught in the
context of open inquiry are unpredictable. Teachers cannot know in
advance where student exploration
will lead. Often students will ask
questions that the teacher cannot
answer authoritatively.
For Haack, it is precisely the
risks that both teachers and students have to take that makes the
mathematics classroom a dynamic
place of learning.
As the experiences of all four of
us have shown, the risks that bell
hooks invites us to experience do
take us out of our safety zones as
teachers, and they will inevitably

challenge our students in ways that
they may not —at least at the
beginning—enjoy.
Taking those risks may mean
t he cla ss roo m i s no lo ng er a n
entirely comfortable place; it may
even appear chaotic. But, if we
have learned anything from discussing hooks’ work and attempting to put her ideas into practice, it
is tha t learn ing is s ometimes
m e s s y. We have reconfirmed for
ourselves that learning may be
painful, but it can also be fun—
both for us and our students.
May all our classrooms contain
the kind of chaos in which learning
occurs! ■
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