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Critiquing the Rhetoric of “Safety” in Feminist 
Pedagogy: Women of Color Offering  
an Account of Ourselves
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“It is only the oppressed who, by freeing themselves, can free their  
oppressors.”

—Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed 42

With its emphasis on empowering stu-
dents’ voices and valuing experiential 
knowledge, and on collaborating and cre-
ating community, feminist pedagogy has 
long been understood as integral to the 
field of women’s studies. Feminist theo-
ries and practices inform how we teach 
within a feminist classroom. Very little 
research has been done, however, to illu-
minate the challenges of embodying femi-
nist pedagogical practices that address 
the locationality and subjective positions 
of women faculty of color. According to 
Christine Stanley, “[t]here is very little 
empirical research on the teaching experi-
ences of faculty of color in predominantly 
white colleges and universities . . . [and] 
. . . most salient themes identified . . . 
relate to student attitudes and behaviors 
inside and outside the classroom” (19). 
In this paper, we critique the rhetoric of 
safety in feminist pedagogy. We use our 
own lived experiences and perceptions of 
safety, or lack of it, to disrupt and interro-
gate ways in which the hegemonic power 
of the dominant discourse in academic 
culture in general, and feminist pedagogy 
in particular, is embedded in constructing, 

naming, and defining feminist teaching 
and classroom environments.
	 In framing the critique of the rhetoric of 
safety in feminist pedagogy, we not only 
interrogate the dilemmas and challenges 
in the struggle to embody feminist peda-
gogical practices, but also problematize 
and share the strategies that we employ 
in teaching. We argue that like many other 
women of color and critical feminists, as 
stipulated by Kathleen Weiler in Women 
Teaching for Change: Gender, Class, and 
Power and Lucila Vargas in Women Faculty 
of Color in the White Classroom: Narratives 
on the Pedagogical Implications of Teacher 
Diversity, we also struggle with feminist 
issues in our lives and in our teaching. 
However, studies show that neither main-
stream feminists nor academia adequately 
acknowledge the existence of these kinds 
of challenges.1 For example, women fac-
ulty of color constantly grapple with the 
rhetoric of “safety” in the classroom, a 
rhetoric which does not reflect their expe-
riences. They are also confronted with a 
hostile and skeptical academic climate 
that forces them to constantly justify and 
defend themselves.



	 As women professors of color teaching a 
class about women of color in a predomi-
nantly white institution of higher learning 
in the Midwest, we discuss our narrative 
experiences.2 According to Petra Munro, the 
process of narrativizing personal experi-
ences does not merely illuminate women’s 
lives, it also becomes an epistemological 
process of meaning-making. Daniel E. Pol-
kinghorne argues that narrativizing is also 
a “narrative cognition” through which we 
know, construct, and understand the real-
ity of the world around us (9). Therefore, we 
view narratives as storied ways of knowing 
through which we communicate trustwor-
thy, valid, and useful knowledge about 
the reality of our lived experiences. And 
because the narrativizing process involves 
analysis, self-reflexivity, and making judg-
ment, it becomes an important means 
through which to reveal and illuminate 
complexities of our actions, complexities 
which are often ignored as women of color.
	 The questions we raise about teaching 
and learning are embodied in the wider 
discourse, as articulated by bell hooks, 
about faculty of color teaching in predomi-
nantly white institutions of higher learn-
ing and what it means to teach in places 
of pedagogical as well as institutional 
marginality. In the attempt to locate our 
individual struggles and actions and to 
critique the rhetoric of safety, we hope 
to open up dialogues that speak to the 
connection of such struggles and actions 
within the larger political, educational, 
and social structures of power in main-
stream academia and in feminist peda-
gogical circles.
	 Making this connection is important 
for two reasons. First, the experiences of 
women of color have been relegated to 
the academic cultural oblivion and “have 
remained private for far too long” (Stan-

ley 22). In defining these experiences 
and struggles as personal issues, women 
are expected to deal with them privately. 
Divorcing struggles of women of color from 
the larger academic culture has worked 
to exonerate institutions of higher learn-
ing from the responsibility of formulating 
such issues as important education policy 
matters. As a result, the struggles and 
contributions of women faculty of color in 
academia have either been marginalized 
or rendered invisible.
	 Secondly, the experiences of women of 
color have been marginalized within main-
stream feminist pedagogy as well. In her 
article, “U.S. Academics and Third-World 
Women: Is Ethical Research Possible?,” 
Daphne Patai states that “feminists imag-
ine that merely engaging in the discourse 
of feminism protects them from the pos-
sibility of exploiting other women, while 
their routine . . . [teaching] practices are, 
and continue to be, embedded in a situa-
tion of . . . inequality” (24). Such teaching 
practices include, for example, feminist 
emphasis on creating a safe classroom, 
as discussed by Theresa McCormick and 
Kathleen Weiler, among others.
	 Many of us who follow feminist peda-
gogical principles state in our teaching 
philosophies and syllabi that we place 
significance on creating “safe” class-
rooms. We claim to build a classroom 
environment that allows all students to 
feel safe to discuss their experiences and 
opinions. However, as we collaborated 
on this paper, we started wondering if 
it was possible to really create a “safe” 
classroom. If it is possible, who creates 
it? Do faculty have the power and author-
ity to create a “safe” environment? Or is it 
something created through building trust 
between the faculty and students after 
going through moments of vulnerability 
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and processes of self-disclosure? Problem-
atizing such terms as “safe” and “trust” 
forces us to interrogate the meanings and 
applications of these terms in our teach-
ing in order to reveal how such terms can 
be used to perpetuate valued norms of the 
dominant metanarratives and the assump-
tion that such terms are unproblematic.
	 The notion that feminists should strive 
to establish a “safe” class environment 
does not necessarily reflect the reality of 
women of color in the classroom. Accord-
ing to hooks, “We have to learn how to 
appreciate difficulty, too, as a stage in 
intellectual development. Or accept that 
that cozy, good feeling may at times block 
the possibility of giving students space 
to feel that there is integrity to be found 
in grappling with difficult material . . . 
[such as] confessional narratives, books, 
or discussions” (Teaching 154). Addition-
ally, other feminists of color have tried to 
articulate the “threatening” situations and 
places in many ways. For example, Tsitsi 
Dangarembga articulates the concept of 
nervous conditions; Patricia Hill Collins 
talks of the position of “insider/outsider” 
or “outsider within” as a threatening posi-
tion; Ruth Behar talks about the concept 
of being a “vulnerable observer.”

Positioning Ourselves as  
Women of Color in Feminist  
Pedagogical Discourse

In positioning ourselves as women fac-
ulty of color in the discourse of pedagogi-
cal practices within institutions of higher 
learning, we acknowledge the importance 
of locating our identities within feminist 
pedagogical discourses. We articulate our 
positions by drawing on the works of vari-
ous critical feminist theorists who have 
written on these issues of identity.

	 On the one hand, we draw on standpoint 
theorists like bell hooks, Patricia Hill Col-
lins, Uma Narayan, and Emma Perez, who 
have argued that listening to and interpret-
ing women’s gendered lives is central to 
feminists’ ways of knowing and knowledge 
construction. According to these theorists, 
then, identity and locationality are impor-
tant organizing principles in the under-
standing of the gendered lives of women. 
On the other hand, postmodern feminists 
have sought to disrupt the notion of an 
essentialized self by arguing that it is an 
appropriation of masculinist constructions 
directed at disempowering women. In theo-
rizing Leslie Bloom’s notion of “non-unitary 
subjectivity,” postmodern feminists have 
argued that women’s lives, especially those 
who live in the margins, cannot be compre-
hensively understood from the position of 
an essentialized unitary self. They argue 
that the “self” is not unitary and static but 
rather multiple and in constant flux within 
the intersection of race, class, gender, etc. 
Therefore, to view women’s identities from 
a unitary position is to obscure the dyna-
mism and the complexity of their lives in 
the margins.
	 The tension between the risk of decon-
structing the unitary subjectivity, which 
has functioned to highlight gender as 
a social construct, and the correspond-
ing fear of losing the category “woman” 
has been central to the political project of 
feminism and has been well documented 
in feminist identity discourses. Petra 
Munro, for example, asks: “If there is no 
such category as ‘woman,’ since gendered 
‘identity’ is a construction of masculinist 
binary thought [ . . .], what becomes of the 
subject, traditionally thought necessary 
for resistance?” (1). In other words, if the 
category “woman” does not hold, would 
there be a need for resistance and agency? 



In response to this tension, Perez, drawing 
from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Luce 
Irigaray, articulates her position as a “stra-
tegic essentialist.” She defines a strategic 
essentialist as “one who exercises political 
representation, or identity politics within 
hegemonic structures” (87). She contends 
that this strategy not only asserts counter 
sites within dominant society but also gives 
“voices to each new marginalized social or 
political group bonded temporarily at spe-
cific historical moments” (88).
	 We recognize the need to take a stra-
tegic essentialist stand in the engage-
ment of the plight of women of color as a 
group within feminist scholarship and in 
academia because this allows us a kind 
of group solidarity and togetherness that 
is necessary for resistance and voice. 
Spivak, cited in Perez, contends that “It 
is not possible not to be an essentialist; 
one can self-consciously use this irreduc-
ible moment of essentialism as part of 
one’s strategy” (87). We concur with Mun-
ro’s sentiments that to revive the notion 
of an essentialized self when the subjec-
tivity has become non-unitary is to enter 
deeply contested feminist political ter-
rain. However, just like Munro, we “seek 
simultaneously to create and disrupt the 
notions of the subject” (1) and thereby 
create fluid spaces in which to articulate 
and make sense of our positionalities in 
different contextual landscapes. As femi-
nists of color, the notion of non-unitary 
subjectivity has allowed us in many 
instances to articulate our identities in 
various sites and discourses in personal, 
professional, or academic arenas. But 
we also see strategic essentialism as an 
important point of departure as we inter-
rogate our position as professors of color 
teaching in a predominantly white institu-
tion of higher learning.

	 We subscribe to Perez’s strategic essen-
tialism for the following reasons. First, 
we see ourselves currently as a marginal-
ized group bonded temporarily at a very 
specific historical moment in our teach-
ing careers. Secondly, in our positions as 
women faculty of color, strategic essen-
tialism allows us to contest the power 
dynamics and the irreducible differences 
inherent in our relationships with our 
students and the institution. We concur 
with Perez’s argument that the resolution 
of those differences is neither desirable 
nor necessary, but rather the focus is on 
how we navigate through them in address-
ing issues of diversity in our classrooms 
and institutions. We therefore essentialize 
ourselves strategically against dominant 
pedagogical ideologies and practices that 
work to disempower, ignore, and silence 
the views and experiences of women of 
color in academia. In other words, by 
essentializing ourselves strategically as 
women faculty of color within the counter 
sites of hegemonic academia, we are not 
only working to prevent cultural, political, 
and academic suicide, but also to resist 
being homogenized and censored. Thirdly, 
by essentializing ourselves strategically 
as women faculty of color, we establish, 
from our conflicted identities and sites, 
creative counter sites within a Eurocentric 
institutional climate where new theories 
of teaching and learning and new peda-
gogical discourses and practices emerge, 
unfold, and flourish. And finally, by taking 
these essentializing strategies as survival 
strategies, we posit that the emerging 
pedagogical discourses and practices 
be not only incorporated in mainstream 
feminist pedagogical discourses but also 
allowed to influence and impact feminist 
ways of teaching and learning.
	 In the following section, we explore the 
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concept of self-disclosure and vulnerabil-
ity as it relates to the rhetoric of safety in 
the classroom.

Self-Disclosure and Vulnerability 
in the Classroom

Locating ourselves and our identity as 
women of color in a predominantly white 
institution is very important. We often find 
ourselves having to define and justify our-
selves to our students in the classroom. 
Stanley alludes to the fact that because 
the color of teaching in U.S. academia is 
generally white, people of color represent 
difference, and because difference is 
perceived as deviant and threatening, it 
becomes politicized. Therefore, faculty of 
color, particularly women of color, often 
feel the need to defend and justify our-
selves and are often under pressure to 
disclose our personal lives. Because the 
classes we teach that deal with race, class, 
and gender are met with student resis-
tance as they feel they are “forced to take 
these classes” to fulfill graduation require-
ments, and because the issues we discuss 
challenge their white privilege, their belief 
in meritocracy, and their comfort zones, 
the pressure to disclose our personal lives 
in the classroom becomes inevitable. In 
addition, teaching social justice issues is 
not easy, especially in the context of the 
recent assault on academic freedom in 
universities, which attacks such courses 
for perpetuating the liberal and leftist 
agenda (Giroux 15–19). Moreover, stu-
dents often see the class as perpetuating 
the professor’s personal agenda rather 
than dealing with racial and gender issues 
as legitimate objects of study.
	 It is within this racial and political con-
text that, as women faculty of color, we 
find ourselves having to justify our pres-

ence in the classroom. The way we define 
ourselves becomes a very political issue 
in class and literally makes or breaks our 
teaching environment and endeavors. 
As a result, we have come to realize that 
self-disclosure and self-justification have 
worked in many instances to preempt dis-
respectful comments and behaviors from 
students.
	 Self-disclosure and vulnerability are 
often mutually inclusive. Self-disclosure 
often opens somebody up for scrutiny 
and renders one vulnerable. Vulnerabil-
ity is the feeling of being opened up for 
scrutiny not only by students but also by 
whomever is around us, and it comes with 
its own fears and anxieties. It means that 
one’s life is continuously open for scrutiny 
from students, the community, and the 
administration. Being open for scrutiny 
reinforces the notion that one is different 
and therefore conspicuous.

Mwangi’s Story

As an African professor, I always intro-
duce my women’s studies courses by first 
giving my own introduction and back-
ground. I find myself telling my students 
detailed information beginning with my 
full name(s), which country in Africa I 
come from, my experience with winter in 
Iowa and Minnesota, the trauma of cul-
tural shock when I realized I was one of 
the few blacks in a predominantly white 
university, the reality of being “black,” “of 
color,” “minority,” “different,” “other.” 
As I do this, I find myself always reliving 
those painful, frightening, disorienting, 
and devastating moments of my life hop-
ing that students comprehend the depth 
of those emotions and the simplistic way 
in which the dominant group assumes the 
normalcy of belonging. Often I use this 



moment of my emotional self-disclosure 
to encourage and challenge the students 
to think of the things they take for granted 
and begin to question and interrogate 
their own positions, attitudes, perspec-
tives, and beliefs towards those things 
that are often “normal” everyday occur-
rences in their lives, such as the sense of 
belonging.
	 Self-disclosure is the element of 
explaining who I am, where I come from 
and where I am going, as well as my pro-
fessional background at the beginning 
of the course. I often feel obligated to do 
this to establish my presence in the class-
room. It is like letting the students know—
“hello, I am here! And I have something to 
offer!!!” Self-disclosure becomes a way of 
not only authenticating my presence in the 
classroom but also talking back to myself, 
to use hooks’s phrase. Disclosing myself 
acknowledges up front that I am in a posi-
tion of vulnerability and thereby invokes a 
reminder to myself that I am braced to do 
what I need to do.
	 Using the metaphor of a “journey,” 
a term I have used over time not only 
to come to terms with my own life as a 
woman of color but more specifically to 
map out the conflicted complexities of 
my life trajectories within the historical 
and cultural materiality as a Third World 
woman, I encourage my students, too, 
to begin to see the semester ahead as 
a journey. Through the readings, class 
discussions, and other class activities, 
I invoke a sense of my students and I 
preparing to embark on a provocative, 
unsettling, and sometimes contentious 
“journey” that starts at the beginning of 
the semester and ends on the last day of 
class. Relaying the teaching and learning 
process in terms of a “journey” is a pow-
erful pedagogical strategy that I use to 

imply a challenging task ahead of us. First, 
because the courses I teach deal with 
issues of race, class, gender, nationality, 
and ethnicity, and because feminist peda-
gogy and scholarship calls for liberation, 
empowerment, change, and agency, such 
courses can never fail to be politically and 
socially loaded. Additionally, because as 
a woman of color, students are inclined 
to read me as a teacher of difference who 
is different, teaching becomes a highly 
political endeavor requiring that both the 
students and myself “brace for the rough 
ride.” Secondly, the metaphor of a journey 
also implies joys, uncertainties, concerns, 
confusions, anger, victories, and failures, 
which reflect attributes that are also often 
used to describe many women’s studies 
classroom environments. In order to brace 
the students for the journey, I encour-
age them not only to be reflexive of their 
thought trails but also to document their 
reflexivity through writing journals. Such 
journals become not only a source of pow-
erful group discussions but also signifi-
cant markers of students’ growth towards 
the goal of critical consciousness and 
change over time.

Kishimoto’s Story

How much information we disclose as 
women of color depends on our racial 
background. I, as an Asian American 
professor, am more selective of the 
information I disclose than my other col-
leagues because the model minority 
myth, although a devastating stereotype 
of Asian Americans, works to my advan-
tage in this context. The students do not 
necessarily question my qualifications as 
much as they would those of other faculty 
of color. To compensate for my youthful 
appearance, however, I emphasize my 
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PhD degree only to convey to the students 
that I am older than I appear. On the other 
hand, I have to battle the stereotype of 
Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners. 
The fact that I have an “American accent” 
works to my advantage, although for 
some, my face is enough for them to hear 
or imagine a foreign accent in my non-Mid-
western voice. However, I still feel com-
pelled to emphasize my birth and life in 
the U.S. and not disclose the years I spent 
in Asia for fear of reducing my “authentic-
ity” as a U.S. American.3 I feel the need to 
focus more on my life in the U.S. so the 
students will not question my qualifica-
tions for teaching a class about people of 
color in the U.S.
	 The information I usually disclose 
includes my experiences of being a person 
of color in a small Midwestern town where 
people were unfamiliar with Asian Ameri-
cans. I comically recount my misadven-
tures with racism and ignorance. Although 
there is always the danger of trivializing 
the racism, I use humor as an intentional 
strategy since humor and personal stories 
help students feel more connected to the 
issues. For example, I always get asked 
“Where are you from?” When I mention a 
city in the U.S., they demand to know “No, 
where are you really from?” as if I don’t 
know where I was born. Another comment 
I frequently get is, “Oh, you speak good 
English.” I use these personal examples to 
help students understand that these com-
ments come from the popular misconcep-
tion that a U.S. American looks white, so 
an Asian American who is not white must 
be a foreigner. Otherwise, it is difficult to 
explain stereotypes and oppression to 
students who are indifferent and resistant 
to discussions of contemporary racism. 
These comments are very annoying, frus-
trating, and degrading. I always wondered 

what right these people have to walk up 
to a complete stranger and start badger-
ing them with interrogating questions. In 
regards to the second comment about my 
English-speaking ability, I have come up 
with a very clever retort: “Thank you, you 
also speak English very well.” Unfortu-
nately, ever since I have come up with that 
response, people have not commented on 
my language skills . . . it seems that people 
can now suddenly sense that I am waiting 
to expose their incorrect grammar and/or 
ignorance. Through the various personal 
accounts of people always thinking of me 
as a foreigner and not being able to tell the 
difference among diverse Asian ethnicities, 
I try to help my students understand the 
stereotypes of “American as white” and 
“all Asians are alike.” Thus, I use my per-
sonal experience as a teaching tool.
	 In paying attention to our experiences, 
it is interesting to note that the extent 
to which we disclose ourselves is varied 
according to our racial and ethnic back-
ground. It seems that I disclose myself 
much less than Mwangi does. At the same 
time, I am also very selective and inten-
tional about which parts of my life I dis-
close. I have always felt uncomfortable 
revealing my life to the students when I 
knew absolutely nothing about them. My 
prior educational experience also did not 
expose me to the practice of professors 
divulging personal information. It did not 
seem to be a reciprocal relationship. In 
terms of power relations, as the profes-
sor, I obviously had the upper hand, but 
this self-disclosure and self-justification 
made me feel very vulnerable—that I was 
under a microscope of forty pair of eyes. 
This especially became a burden when I 
found out that for many of the students, I 
was the first woman professor or teacher 
of color they have had in their life.



	 To further articulate this sense of scru-
tiny, we refer to Michel Foucault’s concept 
of surveillance and panopticism.4 The 
power of surveillance is omnipresent in 
academia, the university, and the class-
room. The power of surveillance often lies 
in the normalcy and invisibility of domina-
tion, which leads the subordinate groups 
to accept that the oppressive system is 
actually working to their benefit. Surveil-
lance becomes even more oppressive 
when the surveilled begin to surveil them-
selves. A good example of this self-reg-
ulatory conformity is the model minority 
myth, whereby the notion that Asian Amer-
icans have succeeded through hard work 
and without challenging the system not 
only perpetuates the myth of meritocracy, 
but also the idea that “if Asian Americans 
can do it, why can’t you?” Working hard 
and not challenging the system becomes 
Foucault’s panoptic lens through which 
minorities are surveilled, controlled, and 
defined. The multiple hegemonic panoptic 
gazes in the academic environment such 
as teaching evaluations, the tenure/pro-
motion process, workload/assignments, 
hiring process, and pressure to be civil/
non-controversial become so normalized 
that the surveilled also becomes part of 
the surveillance, consciously or uncon-
sciously. In the same way, as women 
of color, we see ourselves through the 
academic cultural gaze, which often com-
prises dominant ideas of teaching and 
which prescribes sanitized modes of 
teaching.
	 Surveillance also gives us a false sense 
of safety, which can be extended to our 
discussion of how problematic the “safe” 
classroom is. This false sense of safety 
implied by surveillance is only creating a 
controlled and predictable environment 
that does not challenge the hegemonic 

system, thereby ignoring our subjective 
positionalities. Given that our subjec-
tive positionalities are ignored, we find 
the Western feminist gaze, which claims 
a commitment to upholding the feminist 
idea of a “safe” classroom, problematic.
	 In the book The Vulnerable Observer, 
Ruth Behar articulates the concept of 
vulnerability and throwing down the cam-
era to become a “vulnerable observer” in 
order to bring about change. Using Behar’s 
idea, it is imperative that feminists aban-
don the conventional Western feminist 
gaze and redefine the process of teach-
ing and learning. We cannot continue to 
sanitize our teaching when women of color 
do not live in such utopian and sanitized 
conditions. We also cannot deny or silence 
the contributions of women of color, par-
ticularly when we want to teach students 
to be critical of the inequalities and hege-
monic social structures that are respon-
sible for the world’s injustices.
	 For example, by having a woman pro-
fessor of color, the white students may 
feel uncomfortable talking about women 
of color because they suddenly become 
aware of their own white identity. In 
Kishimoto’s Women of Color class, the 
students questioned whether they, as 
white students, could research about com-
munities of color. As a result, the class 
had a long discussion about the ethical 
issues of outsiders (and the dominant 
group) studying about other communi-
ties. Based on assigned class readings on 
Devon Mihesuah’s analysis of the politics 
of studying other groups, a major ques-
tion that was raised in the class discus-
sions was the motive of the white person 
researching about Native communities. 
Was it for personal gain (to get publica-
tion, to become famous, to make money)? 
Was the research hurting the community 
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by perpetuating stereotypes? Was it per-
petuating the outsider’s perspective? 
These questions made the students feel 
as if they were “speaking for” the women 
of color because of the outsider and 
dominant position they hold in society as 
white students. This led to deeper discus-
sions of the impact of the researcher’s 
identity, his/her motive for researching, 
and the effects of his/her research on the 
Native communities. The students’ identi-
ties were challenged by recognizing the 
power dynamics between the researcher 
and the researched. Their awareness that 
they were not neutral observers made 
them feel very uncomfortable because 
their intention for doing research became 
suspect based on questions such as: Did 
the research benefit the community by 
portraying a complex and more accurate 
picture of the tribe or other communities 
of color? Whose perspective was being 
represented in the research? Did the 
research value the community’s perspec-
tives? Was the researcher respectful of the 
community and did s/he ask for permis-
sion and input from the community being 
researched? Was the researcher aware of 
the politics and complex issues surround-
ing the research topic and the effects 
the study could have on the community 
after the research became published? The 
students concluded that as long as the 
researcher was aware of these issues and 
the social position they hold in society, 
an outsider should be able to research 
about other communities. Through these 
discussions, the white students navigated 
through the discomfort and fear of being 
the dominant group in the research, and 
consequently reached a higher level of 
critical consciousness that opened them 
up to have a productive, rather than a 
defensive, dialogue with other students of 

color about their vulnerability in the pro-
cess of learning about people of color.
	 We use Behar’s theory of vulnerability 
to articulate ways to resist the ubiquity of 
hegemonic power in academia, university, 
and classroom. We argue that being vul-
nerable, although seemingly perpetuat-
ing the marginalization and oppression of 
women of color, actually becomes liberat-
ing if it enables social change and rethink-
ing pedagogical practices. Consequently, 
we can speak inversely to the power struc-
ture from the margins by becoming aware 
of our oppression and acknowledging 
the societal operations that perpetuate 
oppression and inequalities. By being vul-
nerable, as women of color, we can reveal 
the hegemonic systems within the aca-
demia, destroy the cameras that surveil 
us, dismantle the status quo, and build a 
more egalitarian and much more demo-
cratic system.

Theorizing Self-Disclosure, 
Vulnerability, and “Safety”

Contrary to the rhetoric of safety in femi-
nist pedagogy, our experiences as women 
faculty of color teaching in a Midwestern 
university drive us to envision feminist 
pedagogical practices that embrace and 
validate discomfort and vulnerability as 
important components in learning and 
teaching about the experiences of women 
of color.

teaching vulnerably

Tsitsi Dangarembga’s analogy of “nervous 
conditions” befits the description of what 
it means to teach vulnerably. Teaching 
and learning become processes of frustra-
tion and uncertainty that work to disrupt 
the conventional feminist pedagogical 
assumption that a “safe” classroom envi-



ronment is an essential prerogative for 
effective learning. In our teaching, we 
began to explore how we can turn this vul-
nerability into a strength. We started ques-
tioning how we can understand vulnerabil-
ity as a place to theorize marginalized and 
privileged identities and how we can use 
differences as counter hegemonic tools.
	 In order to illuminate and problematize 
Eurocentric notions of feminist teaching 
practices that fail to recognize the experi-
ences of women faculty of color in aca-
demia and in the classroom, we argue that 
feminist pedagogy must be unsettling. To 
demand or expect that women faculty of 
color teach in a “safe” environment is to 
be oblivious to our reality, which creates 
contradictory demands that alienate us 
from ourselves and our lived experiences. 
For us, navigating through these contradic-
tions is an important aspect of our teach-
ing, but narrativizing those contradictions 
is also crucial to the discovery of ourselves 
as professors of color. Additionally, as we 
became aware of these contradictions, 
we opened up the discussion about the 
need to revisit and engage in a continued 
dialogue about feminist pedagogy. Teach-
ing for us encompasses an inner struggle 
between choosing to abandon ourselves 
to the “otherness” or retaining our identity 
as women of color in the classroom and 
the institution.
	 It became clear to us that to teach vul-
nerably is to constantly be aware of the 
power dynamics of the classroom. How 
we confront these dynamics is an indica-
tion of what we do and how we teach as 
women professors of color. Teaching vul-
nerably is an ethically and politically com-
plex undertaking. For example, by teaching 
vulnerably, we not only challenge students 
to come out of their comfort zones and 
embrace their fears, but also ask them to 

trust us with their intellectual possibili-
ties and their emotional and ideological 
uncertainties, a process that is reinforced 
by the fact that they are betting their learn-
ing experiences on someone who is occu-
pying the position of the “other.” Even 
with our good intentions, however, white 
students often do not always come out of 
their comfort zones, depending on how 
hard they hold onto their pre-existing val-
ues and beliefs. But for the ones who do 
so, the risk they take in our classrooms is 
serious and enormous. We also observe, 
however, that when students let go of their 
fears and surpass this stage of doubt, they 
operate at a higher level of conscious-
ness that truly appreciates the essence of 
diversity/difference inherent in us. Often 
accompanying this realization is deeper 
appreciation of the richness of ideas, per-
spectives, and insights that we as profes-
sors of color bring into the class and into 
the learning and teaching environment.
	 For example, teaching the Women of 
Color course to white students presented 
a challenge for Mwangi when she encoun-
tered some resistance from a few students 
who questioned the authenticity of the 
assignment that required them to iden-
tify and interview a woman of color. This 
assignment was predicated upon the femi-
nist research methodological approach 
that calls for recognition and documenta-
tion of narratives of women of color’s lived 
experiences. Students were expected to 
listen to and analyze the stories to get a 
deeper understanding of the respondent’s 
life experiences. The assignment is based 
on the premise that stories by themselves 
may not allow for a deeper appreciation 
of the women’s lives, but according to 
Dorothy Smith in The Everyday World as 
Problematic: A Feminist Sociology, when 
we take the stories and analyze the words 
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and concepts, we are able to deduce 
the meaning behind the stories. A few 
students questioned their authenticity 
as white students to research women of 
color. Their main argument was whether or 
not, by interviewing women of color, they 
were perpetuating the dominant notion of 
researching marginalized groups.
	 While this concern could be valid to 
some extent, failing to research margin-
alized groups perpetuates the dominant 
power relations in the research process. 
What is important when doing research in 
an unequal power relation is to acknowl-
edge these relations and be aware of the 
personal and/or institutional biases that 
might influence the way one does the 
research. In addition, analysis of some-
one else’s story does not claim complete 
authenticity of the researcher’s views. 
Rather, the analysis or the interpretive 
process is a joint venture between the 
researcher and the researched. There-
fore, the fear that students would put 
words in the respondents’ mouths or that 
they would interpret their respondents 
wrongly could be resolved through build-
ing a reciprocal relationship between the 
researcher and the researched. To Mwangi, 
building this reciprocal relationship is 
essential when studying people who are 
different from us. The choice to enter into 
this precarious negotiation is the hardest 
thing to do, and deciding not to engage 
in that kind of research is often the saf-
est way to go for many people (including 
some of Mwangi’s students) who are not 
ready to leave their comfort zones and 
confront these dilemmas. In other words, 
one has to be ready to leave one’s comfort 
zones to enter a vulnerable space.
	 Therefore, we do not advocate that we 
stop being vulnerable. Indeed as women 
of color who are aware of our intricate 

lives in the intersection of race, class, 
gender, etc., we cannot avoid teaching 
vulnerably. What we would worry about 
most is if we stopped teaching vulnerably, 
stopped talking about our vulnerability, 
and stopped looking at teaching as a 
vulnerable endeavor. Being uncomfortable 
protects us from the danger of conformity, 
which will not only render our voices and 
those of other women of color silent, but 
will also mask the specific experiences of 
women of color as important and unique 
contributions to feminist pedagogy. There-
fore, teaching vulnerably and pushing 
this as an agenda in feminist pedagogical 
theorizing becomes for us the sign of hope 
not only for the inclusion of the perspec-
tives of women of color in feminist peda-
gogical discourse, but also that such per-
spectives be taken seriously in influencing 
feminist pedagogical practices. As Gloria 
Anzaldúa rightly states,

Anglo feminists who are politically 
supportive of feminists of color are not 
convinced of the urgency to include the 
perspectives of women of color in their 
own academic work. They are well aware 
of the absence of women of color in 
their groups and they are actively trying 
to correct this problem. But I contend 
that this limited interpretation of inclu-
sion results in a new kind of exclusion 
of women of color of which we need to 
be aware. (44–45)

By using vulnerability as a productive 
teaching pedagogical practice, we ques-
tion the concept of safety in the class-
room.

“safety” in the classroom

We argue that a learning process that is 
devoid of lived experiences of marginal-
ized groups, fails to confront the assump-



tions of dominant groups, and discour-
ages critical analysis of the course content 
and materials, creates a false sense of 
safety. In discussing self-disclosure and 
vulnerability as important elements in the 
classroom, we can view vulnerability and 
self-disclosure as strengths and not weak-
nesses. Therefore, these practices must be 
validated in feminist pedagogy.
	 In the article, “Women of Color in the 
Academy: Where’s Our Authority in the 
Classroom?” Juanita Johnson-Bailey and 
Ming-Yeh Lee contend that “the combina-
tion of feminist pedagogy and women of 
color can make for a dangerous liaison” 
(111). Although we agree with their asser-
tion, we also believe that such a liaison 
can present a critical learning space that 
may not be possible in any other context 
or contrived in any other way. To imagine 
that learning only takes place in a place 
of “calm” is to miss the ways in which 
contradictions, ambiguities, anger, pain, 
and struggles can be sources of energy 
to facilitate critical consciousness neces-
sary for individual and social change. The 
need for critical consciousness and social 
change form the bedrock of feminist schol-
arship, teaching, and activism. Therefore, 
teaching as a mode of activism must lead 
us to this change.
	 Reflecting on the process and reason-
ing for our self-disclosure allowed for an 
opportunity to connect with our students 
at a much more personal level. Vulnerabil-
ity became a way of linking our students 
with us and our world, thus creating a 
learning environment that connected us 
with our students at a deeper level than 
any other method/approach to teaching. 
In discussing the importance of connect-
ing with our students, feminist theorists 
have theorized the process and the goal 
of learning in various ways. Weiler, for 

example, argues that teaching should not 
be done for the sake of teaching but for 
transformation. Transformation speaks 
not only to the way we think but also to 
how we help our students to become criti-
cal thinkers. Transformation, therefore, 
speaks to us beyond our intellect and 
into our consciousness about who we are 
and what our experiences are in a learn-
ing environment. In the same vein, Behar 
articulates the concept of vulnerability 
through self-disclosure in a very insightful 
way. Though she argues that ethnography 
that does not break your heart is not worth 
doing, she also lets us know that we must 
not allow ourselves to be vulnerable for 
the sake of vulnerability. Rather the sense 
of vulnerability must take us and our stu-
dents somewhere in our learning/teaching 
endeavors.
	 We believe that self-disclosure and vul-
nerability that we experience as women 
faculty of color help us to not only con-
nect with our students at a deeper level 
but also provide innovative avenues 
for other feminist teachers and theo-
rists to envision teaching and engaging 
their students. In addition, they offer 
new ways of theorizing and imagining a 
classroom environment that reflects the 
challenges and realities of our everyday 
lives. While the conventional methods of 
teaching prescribe a mess-free mechani-
cal classroom environment, we theorize 
self-disclosure and vulnerability as a way 
of imagining a transformative classroom 
that disrupts and blurs neat boundaries 
and opens up the classroom to become 
an extension of the world in which we 
live. This kind of classroom environment 
allows our students and ourselves to 
explore and navigate together our learn-
ing/teaching experiences as we interact 
with the reading materials and with each 
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other in a trusting environment that we 
create together. Such a transformative 
classroom, we have come to realize, is not 
created by merely including a statement 
about “safe” space in the course outline 
or through a declaration at the beginning 
of the course. Rather, this transformative 
but challenging and conducive classroom 
is created as our students and ourselves 
confront and navigate our fears, joys, frus-
trations, and discoveries. A transformative 
classroom is really in turmoil, because by 
putting women of color in the center, our 
identities, assumptions, our normalcy of 
comfort zones for both faculty and stu-
dents are constantly being challenged 
and disrupted. Specifically, we believe 
that through our own vulnerability, we are 
able to invite our students, particularly 
the white students, to confront their fears 
and anxieties of learning about women of 
color, to deal with the aspects of seeing 
themselves as representing the domi-
nant culture, and to address their fears of 
seeming to perpetuate oppression against 
women of color and other marginalized 
groups. Ultimately, therefore, vulnerability 
that moves us to action and transforma-
tion aligns very well with the feminist goal 
of teaching/learning articulated by Behar, 
Weiler, and hooks and is authenticated by 
sharing our own experiences.

Implications of Women  
of Color Perspectives for  
Feminist Pedagogy

In conclusion, we have argued that as 
women of color we teach vulnerably based 
on our subjective identities, which play a 
major role in how we navigate through the 
pedagogical practices in the classroom. 
We have also argued that conventional 
feminist pedagogical practices such as 

“safe” classrooms do not reflect the reali-
ties of women professors of color teaching 
in predominantly white institutions. As a 
result, the experiences of women faculty of 
color have been marginalized and rendered 
invisible. We have demonstrated through 
our own experiences, however, that the 
lived realities of women of color in aca-
demia, which include self-disclosure and 
vulnerability, are essential to how we teach 
as women of color and how we can make 
invaluable contributions to conventional 
and feminist pedagogical discourses.
	 We contend that such contributions 
would also enrich and make inclusive not 
only the pedagogical discourses in higher 
education but also inform the educational 
policies in institutions of higher learning 
with regards to faculty of color and par-
ticularly women of color. Issues such as 
low retention of faculty of color, the politi-
cal nature of hiring and evaluating fac-
ulty of color in the tenure and promotion 
processes, and the disapproving student 
evaluations that faculty of color who teach 
racial and gender classes often receive 
because of the political nature of the 
class, will be understood as institutional 
problems rather than personal struggles. 
This realization is an important step to 
the university making structural changes 
such as creating orientation and mentor-
ing programs for faculty of color as well as 
students.
	 We have also argued that although 
self-disclosure and vulnerability are cru-
cial aspects in the lives of women faculty 
of color in academia, self-disclosure and 
vulnerability can also raise new questions 
and offer new ways of thinking about and 
“doing” teaching.
	 In challenging the claim about creat-
ing a “safe” classroom, we suggest that 
feminists begin to look at self-disclosure 



and vulnerability as important teach-
ing practices that should be built into 
feminist as well as conventional meth-
odological, theoretical, and pedagogical 
discourses. We truly believe that feminists 
have a moral, ethical, social, and politi-
cal responsibility not only to acknowledge 
these issues in order to expand feminist 
pedagogy, but also to change the status 
quo in universities and society. As long 
as feminist pedagogy does not acknowl-
edge the contributions and experiences of 
women of color, as long as the problems 
of women of color are seen as personal 
rather than institutional or societal issues, 
and as long as teaching and education are 
seen as objective rather than subjective 
endeavors, the problems women of color 
face will continue to be marginalized and 
silenced, and teaching and education will 
continue to perpetuate the unequal power 
relations. In that context, education will 
never be the practice of freedom.

“For the master’s tools will never dis-
mantle the master’s house.”

—Lorde 99

notes

	 1. For more discussions on race, gender, 
nationality, accents, etc. in the classroom, see 
Berry and Mizelle; Li and Beckett; Jacobs, Cin-
trón, and Canton; Mabokela and Green; Stan-
ley; and TuSmith and Reddy.
	 2. Kyoko Kishimoto is an Asian American 
professor; she is U.S. born but was educated in 
the U.S. and Asia. Mumbi Mwangi is an African 
professor; she was born, raised, and educated 
in Africa but did graduate studies in the U.S.
	 3. We use U.S. American to refer to some-
body specifically from the United States of 
America. The common usage of “American” as 
referring to only people of the U.S. is inaccurate 
and problematic because America includes the 
entire Western Hemisphere.

	 4. Panopticism is a concept of prison design 
where surveillance of the prisoners is constant, 
invisible, and hidden. Foucault uses this prison 
surveillance analogy to discuss how the power 
structure normalizes the pervasive control over 
its people.

references

Anzaldúa, Gloria, ed. Making Face, Making 
Soul: Creative and Critical Perspectives by 
Women of Color. San Francisco: Aunt Lute 
Books, 1990.

Behar, Ruth. The Vulnerable Observer: Anthro-
pology that Breaks your Heart. Boston: Bea-
con Press, 1996.

Berry, Theodorea Regina, and Nathalie D. Miz-
elle, eds. From Oppression to Grace: Women 
of Color and their Dilemmas within the Acad-
emy. Sterling, Va.: Stylus, 2006.

Bloom, Leslie Rebecca. “Locked in Uneasy Sis-
terhood: Reflections on Feminist Methodol-
ogy and Research Relations.” Anthropology & 
Education Quarterly 28.1 (1997): 111–22.

———. “Stories of One’s Own: Non-Unitary Sub-
jectivity in Narrative Representation.” Quali-
tative Inquiry 2.2 (1996): 176–97.

———. Under the Sign of Hope: Feminist Meth-
odology and Narrative Interpretation. Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1998.

Bloom, Leslie Rebecca, and Petra Munro. “Con-
flicts of Selves: Nonunitary Subjectivity in 
Women Administrators’ Life History Narra-
tives.” Life History and Narrative. Ed. J. Amos 
Hatch and Richard Wisniewski. Washington, 
D.C.: Falmer Press, 1995. 99–113.

Chatterjee, Piya. “Encountering ‘Third World 
Women’: Rac(e)ing the Global in a U.S. Class-
room.” Pedagogy 2.1 (2001): 79–108.

Collins, Patricia Hill. Black Feminist Thought: 
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics 
of Empowerment. 2d ed. Routledge, 2000.

———. Fighting Words: Black Women and the 
Search for Justice. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1998.

Dangarembga, Tsitsi. Nervous Conditions. 
Seattle: Seal Press, 1988.

Denzin, Norman K. Interpretive Ethnography: 
Ethnographic Practice for the 21st Century. 
Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 1997.

100	 “safety” in feminist pedagogy



feminist teacher     volume 19 number 2	 101

DeVault, Marjorie L. Liberating Method: Femi-
nism and Social Research. Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1999.

Ellingson, Laura L. “Then You Know How I Feel: 
Empathy, Identification, and Reflexivity in 
Fieldwork.” Qualitative Inquiry 4.4 (1998): 
492–514.

Ellsworth, Elizabeth. “Representation, Self-Rep-
resentation, and the Meanings of Difference: 
Questions for Educators.” Inside/Out: Con-
temporary Critical Perspectives in Education. 
Ed. Rebecca A. Martusewicz and William M. 
Reynolds. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994. 
99–108.

Foucault, Michel. “Disciplines and Sciences 
of the Individual.” The Foucault Reader. Ed. 
Paul Rabinow. New York: Pantheon Books, 
1984. 169–256.

Freire, Paulo. Education for Critical Conscious-
ness. New York: Seabury Press, 1973.

———. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1970.

Giroux, Henry A. “Academic Freedom Under 
Fire: The Case for Critical Pedagogy.” College 
Literature 33.4 (Fall 2006): 1–42.

Goldberger, Nancy, Jill Tarule, Blythe Clinchy, 
and Mary Belenky. Knowledge, Difference, 
and Power: Essays Inspired by Women’s 
Ways of Knowing. New York: Basic Books, 
1996.

hooks, bell. Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, 
Thinking Black. Boston: South End Press, 
1989.

———. Teaching to Transgress: Education as the 
Practice of Freedom. New York: Routledge, 
1994.

Jacobs, Lila, José Cintrón, and Cecil E. Canton, 
eds. The Politics of Survival in Academia: 
Narratives of Inequity, Resilience, and Suc-
cess. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2002.

Jacobs, Mary-Ellen, and Petra Munro. “Palimp-
sest: (Re)reading Women’s Lives.” Qualita-
tive Inquiry 1.3 (1995): 327–45.

Johnson-Bailey, Juanita, and Ming-Yeh Lee. 
“Women of Color in the Academy: Where’s 
Our Authority in the Classroom?” Feminist 
Teacher 15.2 (2005): 111–22.

Li, Guofang, and Gulbahar H. Beckett, eds. 
“Strangers” of the Academy: Asian Women 

Scholars in Higher Education. Sterling, Va.: 
Stylus, 2006.

Lorde, Audre. “The Master’s Tools Will Never 
Dismantle The Master’s House.” This Bridge 
Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women 
of Color. Ed. Cherríe L. Moraga and Gloria E. 
Anzaldúa. Watertown, Mass.: Persephone 
Press, 1981. 98–101.

Mabokela, Reitumetse Obakeng, and Anna L. 
Green, eds. Sisters of the Academy: Emergent 
Black Women Scholars in Higher Education. 
Sterling, Va.: Stylus, 2001.

Martel, Angéline, and Linda Peterat. “Margins 
of Exclusion, Margins of Transformation: The 
Place of Women in Education.” Inside/Out: 
Contemporary Critical Perspectives in Educa-
tion. Ed. Rebecca A. Martusewicz and William 
M. Reynolds. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
1994. 151–166.

McCormick, Theresa Mickey. Creating the Non-
sexist Classroom: A Multicultural Approach. 
New York: Teacher’s College Press, 1994.

Mihesuah, Devon Abbott. Indigenous Ameri-
can Women: Decolonization, Empowerment, 
Activism. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2003.

Munro, Petra. Subject to Fiction: Women Teach-
ers’ Life History Narratives and the Cultural 
Politics of Resistance. Philadelphia: Open 
University Press, 1998.

Mwangi, Mumbi. “‘We Will Have Gained Our-
selves’: Narrative Experiences of African 
Women Pursuing Higher Education in the 
U.S.” Diss. Iowa State U, 2002.

Narayan, Uma. Dislocating Cultures: Identities, 
Traditions, and Third World Feminism. New 
York: Routledge, 1997.

Patai, Daphne. “U.S. Academics and Third-
World Women: Is Ethical Research Possible?” 
Feminist Nightmares: Women at Odds: 
Feminism and the Problem of Sisterhood. Ed. 
Susan Ostrov Weisser and Jennifer Fleisch-
ner. New York: New York University Press, 
1994. 21–43.

Perez, Emma. “Irigaray’s Female Symbolic in 
the Making of Chicana Lesbian Sitios y Len-
guas (Sites and Discourses).” Living Chicana 
Theory. Ed. Carla Trujillo. Berkeley, Calif.: 
Third Woman Press, 1998. 87–101.

Polkinghorne, Donald E. “Narrative Configura-



tion in Qualitative Analysis.” Life History and 
Narrative. Ed. J. Amos Hatch and Richard Wis-
niewski. London: Falmer Press, 1995. 5–23.

Smith, Dorothy E. The Conceptual Practices of 
Power: A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge. 
Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1990.

———. The Everyday World as Problematic: A 
Feminist Sociology. Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 1987.

Spelman, Elizabeth V. Inessential Woman: 
Problems of Exclusion in Feminist Thought. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1988.

Stanley, Christine A. Faculty of Color: Teaching 
in Predominantly White Colleges and Univer-

sities. Bolton, Mass.: Anker Publishing Com-
pany, 2006.

TuSmith, Bonnie, and Maureen T. Reddy, eds. 
Race in the College Classroom: Pedagogy and 
Politics. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers Univer-
sity Press, 2002.

Vargas, Lucila. Women Faculty of Color in the 
White Classroom: Narratives on the Pedagog-
ical Implications of Teacher Diversity. New 
York: P. Lang, 2002.

Weiler, Kathleen. Women Teaching for Change: 
Gender, Class, and Power. New York: Bergin 
& Garvey Publishers, 1988.

102	 “safety” in feminist pedagogy


