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Recently, a preservice teacher education student who had been in one of my courses the previous semester,
was working on a curriculum project for another course. She emailed me asking how I thought "other cultures"
should be incorporated into the classroom. She asked specifically about adding in "other cultures'" holidays and
traditions. Her question illustrates a tremendous problem in creating multicultural curriculum in a way that
examines race, social class, and gender issues. Embedded in her question were common assumptions that she
seemed unaware of until I pointed them out. She assumed a division between "our culture" and "other cultures"
-- an "us" and a "them." She also assumed culture to be equivalent to ethnic group: artifacts and "Old World"
traditions. Ethnic groups are discrete entities that have culture, which is something like a bag of folk traditions a
teacher can dip into, to bring pieces into the classroom. Further, she assumed holidays to be a key construct to
multicultural curriculum.  
Scholars from marginalized groups challenge and re-think much of what passes for "truth" and "fact" in the
dominant society by establishing how "accepted" ideas are actually the creations of people with particular points
of view. Imagine two different theoreticians. Theorist A creates a narrative by selecting data that seem most
important, and putting them into a coherent theory. When this theory is told and re-told as "truth," the data that
theorist A decided not to use are left out, and eventually disappear from view. Theorist B looks at the same
broad set of data, but from a different perspective. Theorist B may or may not select the same data as Theorist
A did. She may decide to say explicitly why she chose the data she did, and why she put them together
differently from Theorist A. But to the extent Theorist A's work is taken for granted as "truth," Theorist B's work
will be perceived as biased. What biases informed Theory A? This is a very important question that
marginalized groups raise about knowledge. If knowledge produced by Theorist A makes up most of the
canonized curriculum, how was it constructed, around whose vested interests? From the perspectives of
marginalized communities, knowledge should serve the purpose of empowering the community and enabling
people to solve problems of concern to the community. To do that, knowledge must be created with sensitivity
to what the community sees as its problems and concerns, build on the strengths and resources of the
community, and take account of the actual lived experiences of people in the community.  
Theories from the margins are based on the lives of oppressed peoples, and arise from communities that
historically have been silenced and framed as "underdeveloped," "culturally deprived or disadvantaged" or
"uneducated." Delgado Bernal (1998), for example, in a discussion of Chicana feminist epistemology, develops
the idea of "cultural intuition," which rests on four sources. 1) Personal experience includes one's own lived
experience, in addition to the group's lived experience as transmitted through stories passed down from
generation to generation. (Years ago, when an African American sociologist was asked by a white historian
about his qualifications for teaching African American history, he replied: "I've been Black all my life, and taking
notes.") 2) Existing literature written by the group provides insight and interpretive frameworks for examining
one's own experience as well as one's research data. 3) Professional experience yields insights into the actual
workings of a school (or other institution), especially as those workings affect the lives of children (or clients)
who are members of one's own group. 4) Analytical research processes that explicitly invite research "subjects"
and other members of the community (Chicana, in Delgado Bernal's case) to help make sense of the data calls
on insiders to validate knowledge claims about their own community. A tenet of transformative theory generated
by oppressed communities is that the theory be constructed and validated by the community itself (see also
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Collins, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1995).   
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CREATING AN EMPOWERING MULTICULTURAL CURRICULUM  
Abstract: Learning to construct a good multicultural curriculum is an ongoing process. One is never finished
learning to do this, because in the process of grappling with the questions about what is most worth teaching in
a pluralistic society, one is constantly learning. And, curriculum is something a teacher never does quite "right."
Every time I teach, the students are different, the context is different, and I bring to the enterprise a deeper
understanding of the central issues than I had last time I taught similar concepts. Since a multicultural
curriculum delves into issues that touch the core of our own personal and community-based identities, doing it
well brings a personal, as well as an intellectual response. The curriculum we teach is as good as our own
understanding of what we are teaching (Howard, 1999). The beliefs we bring about what is worth teaching, and
about diverse people, the society in which we live, the students we are teaching, and the various academic
disciplines have a good deal to do with the substance of the curriculum we create and teach.  
Keywords: multicultural curriculum, race, gender class and curriculum,  
Recently, a preservice teacher education student who had been in one of my courses the previous semester,
was working on a curriculum project for another course. She emailed me asking how I thought "other cultures"
should be incorporated into the classroom. She asked specifically about adding in "other cultures'" holidays and
traditions. Her question illustrates a tremendous problem in creating multicultural curriculum in a way that
examines race, social class, and gender issues. Embedded in her question were common assumptions that she
seemed unaware of until I pointed them out. She assumed a division between "our culture" and "other cultures"
-- an "us" and a "them." She also assumed culture to be equivalent to ethnic group: artifacts and "Old World"
traditions. Ethnic groups are discrete entities that have culture, which is something like a bag of folk traditions a
teacher can dip into, to bring pieces into the classroom. Further, she assumed holidays to be a key construct to
multicultural curriculum.  
But holidays are a superfacial way of framing multicultural curriculum, and she should have known that. We had
certainly spent time in my course on substantive issues related to race, gender, class, and curriculum. The
course was an introduction to elementary education; a primary focus was on how we decide what is most worth
teaching in a pluralistic society. As we talked, she remembered course discussions. And I realized how salient
were assumptions that had remained deeply embedded in her thinking.  
Creating and teaching a multicultural curriculum takes places within a long history of oppressive and colonial
relations. How issues are framed within that curriculum can simply reproduce those relations. This is a very
deep concern, and one reflected in my student's question about including "other cultures'" holidays.
Incorporating "others" into the curriculum does not necessarily change anything. The issue is only not whether
to add attention to those who have been excluded, but also how to address exclusion itself. I open this article
with the example of holidays because it is a common, and simplistic, approach to adding "difference" to the
curriculum. Later I will note growth this particular student made; one's conception of a multicultural curriculum
can certainly deepen, and this student's did. At the same time, simplistic holiday approaches are all to common.
The substance of this article will examine central ideas that should undergird a multicultural curriculum that
empowers.  
Willinsky (1998) examined the history of education in the context of European colonialism. He showed how
education historically helped to rationalize colonialism by dividing the world into distinct "cultures," and
portraying European culture as superior: "Learning provided another way for the West to take the rest of the
world in hand, whether by conducting geological surveys, preserving ancient texts, or setting up schools.... The
globalization of Western understanding was always about a relative positioning of the West by a set of
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coordinates defined by race, culture, and nation" (p. 253). It wasn't so much the case that Europeans did not
learn and teach anything about the rest of the world. Rather, the issue was what sense Europeans made of the
world and of their own relationship to it, and how they taught their children to view the world.  
Whether one is speaking about multicultural curricula that add in American "others" or Third World "others," the
result is still colonizing if the underlying worldview structuring knowledge and action is not transformed. As
Perez-Torres (1993/94) argued  
Multiculturalism does not simply involve the recuperation of "lost" traditions in order to prove the richness and
diversity of "America,"...Rather, multiculturalism interrogates which traditions are valorized and by whom, which
are devalued and by whom, which serve to empower marginalized peoples, which serve even further to
disempower, which traditions provide strength, how traditions provide agency, when traditions provide
knowledge. (p. 171)  
The curriculum we teach is as good as our own understanding of what we are teaching (Howard, 1999). The
beliefs we bring about what is worth teaching, and about diverse people, the society in which we live, the
students we are teaching, and the various academic disciplines have a good deal to do with the substance of
the curriculum we create and teach.  
NARRATIVES FOR CITIZENSHIP  
Dewey (1944) argued that a democratic society needs citizens who can grapple intelligently with the most
pressing issues they encounter and share. Education in a democratic society must enable young people to think
about and act responsibly and ethically on social issues, and help young people learn to see others' points of
view. In a stratified society, it must help young people learn to empathize, and to cultivate "rebellion at whatever
unnecessarily divides them" (p. 121).  
Many young people show great interest when issues they recognize as real, challenging, and ethical are
opened up in the classroom. Two university students, one white and the other Black, collaborated on a unit on
racism, for example, to teach in writing classes in a multiracial junior high. One of them, whom I had taught in
class, invited me to come watch. The topic of the day was racism in the peer culture. This student was a young
white woman from northern Wisconsin, and her life experience and previous education had not provided her
with tools to analyze racism in urban youth peer culture. She did, however, have a wonderful capacity to raise
questions in class and encourage students to talk. She also had a curriculum unit full of conceptual tools and
background information about racism, around which she wove student discussions. I had spent many hours in
that particular school, observing in classrooms, and this was the first time I saw students come alive to the
curriculum. They participated, they probed each other, they raised questions, they delved into the topic. For
them, the topic itself was real. It connected with their everyday experiences, and with public life. It engaged
them.  
These university students had learned to go beyond superficialities in conceptualizing a multicultural curriculum,
to address issues of racism. They were not yet able to consider how racism intersects with class and gender, or
with global relations of power, but they had a substantive beginning. Connecting multiple forms of difference
and oppression is complicated, and teachers too often are not sure how to do that well.  
Cornbleth (1998) studied eleven classrooms, both urban and suburban, at grade levels ranging from fifth
through eleventh, to find out how multicultural curriculum is being constructed in social studies classrooms
today. A couple of decades ago, the predominant narrative would have been one of bounty and progress, with
the U.S. portrayed as leading the world in democracy, fairness, and justice. White men would have thoroughly
dominated. Cornbleth found that today, social studies curricula include a wider diversity of people, but have yet
to re-work content into a comprehensible new narrative that analyzes racism, poverty, and sexism, and does so
in a way that suggests citizen action.  
Most of the teachers in her study presented the U.S. as imperfect, but still the best in the world. According to
that narrative, historic unjust treatment has been largely a matter of prejudice, and as people become more



enlightened, prejudice is diminishing; the U.S. has always absorbed newcomers with some difficulty, but over
time things work out. Lessons about "cultural contributions" and inventions of diverse people support this view.
Some teachers presented the U.S. as a prism of multiple viewpoints and experiences. They tried to emphasize
divergent viewpoints and experiences through materials, although oddly, they excluded students' viewpoints.
Cornbleth noted that teachers who tried to present multiple viewpoints, however, still tended to divide society
into an "us" -- white middle class people -- and a "them" -- everyone else. One teacher, for example, teaching to
a class in which at least half of the students were of African descent, described how "we" Americans used to
think of "brown-skinned people."  
For the most part, the teachers did not give students a sense that there are problems and issues that people
can address through collective work. In fact, there was almost an absence of attention to social and political
processes that might join people in addressing problems. Instead, teachers tried to present a largely positive
image of the U.S., even when acknowledging historic problems. Cornbleth also found social studies curricula to
be fragmented and disjointed. In the classrooms she studied, the curriculum was more like a montage of M-TV
images than a coherent set of ideas.  
Scholarship in the various critical studies (such as ethnic studies, women's studies, disability studies) continues
to transform how it is possible to think about humanity, the various disciplines, and social issues. Most teachers
have little or no awareness of this scholarship, and as a result, frame multicultural curriculum in terms of cultural
superficialities. Even a cursory glance at this scholarship would lead toward much deeper issues. At the same
time, it is possible to read that scholarship in a way that highlights difference without interrogating power
relations and social structures. The teachers in Cornbleth's study either used a traditional meta-narrative as an
organizing theme, or no meta-narrative at all. Their curriculum presented difference in the form of different
people with different stories, but did not have a way of connecting the diverse stories.  
We are living in a time of rapid global consolidation of power into the hands of a very wealthy, predominantly
white elite. As McLaren and Torres (1999) point out, while poor communities nationally and globally are being
gutted of resources, a non-elected elite is consolidating power in the form of huge transnational corporations. I
will argue that multicultural curricula must focus on key issues surrounding exclusion and power, and tie diverse
experiences to those key issues in order to create citizen coalitions who are able to identify common concerns,
common sources of marginalization, and common strategies for action.  
WHAT COUNTS AS KNOWLEDGE IN A MULTICULTURAL AND UNEQUAL SOCIETY  
What counts as knowledge is a political issue. Who decides which books and articles get published? Which
research gets funded? Which courses are offered in schools and universities, and which texts are used? Which
intellectual perspectives count as legitimate? Intellectual work consists of knowledge or theory that is produced
for some definable public, according to standards for knowledge production that are acceptable to that public
(Danziger, 1990). Intellectual work consists of not simply information, but also interpretation. As Fraser (1989)
argues, how human needs are understood depends on who articulates and frames them, using a discourse that
appeals to perspectives of which public.  
Creating multicultural curriculum entails synthesizing intellectual work around some set of ideas. In the context
of a conference on "The Nature and Context of Minority Discourse," JanMohamed and Lloyd (1987) argued
that,  
on the one hand, premature integration of discourse is exactly what is to be avoided at present. Those who
argue for the creation of canons of various ethnic and feminist writings do so with the full awareness that
formations of different canons permit the self-definition, and, eventually, self-validation that must be completed
before there is any talk of integration. For, to date, integration and assimilation have never taken place on equal
terms, but always as assimilation by the dominant culture. (p. 9)  
But on the other hand, they argued, oppressed groups do share minority positioning relative to the dominant
society. This positioning is a political rather than cultural issue. As a result, oppressed groups share "the effects



of economic exploitation, political disenfranchisement, social manipulation, and ideological domination on the
cultural formation of minority subjects and discourses" (p. 11). It is possible, therefore, to identify themes that
run through much of the intellectual work produced by groups that share minority positioning.  
What follows is my interpretation of five themes that cut across such intellectual work. These themes are
consistent with Jan Mohamed and Lloyd's observation that conditions of oppression give rise to similar
concerns and ways of interpreting experience. My argument is that multicultural curriculum that is informed by
these themes provides the tools for coalition-building and empowerment.  
CENTERING' WHOSE EXPERIENCE FRAMES WHAT WE KNOW?  
A history student in one of my classes was trying to explain why Mexican Americans do not appear in the U.S.
history curriculum prior to the Mexican War. He argued that studying what happened in Mexico before the U.S.
colonized half of it is not U.S. history. U.S. history covers what happened within the political borders of the
United States and, prior to its founding, what happened in Europe that shaped its founding. I countered that,
from a Mexican American (and Indian) perspective, history goes back to the ancient Mayas and Aztecs. The
U.S. colonization is a relatively recent event in a long history. Since we centered U.S. history differently, our
views about what counts as U.S. history differed. He centered his understanding within the political boundaries
of the United States at any given time; I centered mine in the land of North America, including the beginning of
civilization in Mexico.  
History is somebody's story about what happened. Renditions of U.S. history in most textbooks start in Europe
and move west, which structures and supports a story line that is based on experiences of people of European
descent, defines the U.S. as essentially European, and excludes analysis of racial oppression. But if one starts
in Mexico, as does a colleague who teaches U.S. history from the vantage point of Aztlan, the whole narrative is
different, even when it involves many of the same places and people as history centered around Europeans.
Political boundaries are viewed differently, allowing into the narrative people of Mexico before U.S. conquest,
and interrogating the conquest itself. If one adds African Americans onto the history of Europeans and Euro-
Americans, one begins African American history with slavery and disconnects African Americans from African
civilizations. An Afrocentric perspective, on the other hand, redefines the starting place of African American
history from slavery to ancient Africa, framing the American experience as part of a diaspora of highly cultured
African peoples, preceded by strong precolonial African civilizations. A historical trajectory envisions the future
of people of African descent as reclaiming the self-determination, prosperity, and intellectual creativity of Africa's
past.  
Questions about what it means to "center" can be answered differently, depending on whose experience one is
considering. For example, American Indians center time differently than do Europeans or Euro-Americans. Allen
(1986) pointed out that, "the tendency of the American Indian [is] to view space as spherical and time as
cyclical, whereas the non-Indian tends to view space as linear and time as sequential" (p. 59). The story of the
Americas cast within an Indian framework is a multilayered, cyclical story of endurance and connection in the
face of sustained genocide.  
The dominant society framed individuals with disabilities as having certain characteristics without any particular
community or history. Padden and Humphries (1988) critiqued this perspective with respect to Deaf people
(using lower-case "d" to designate a physical condition of the individual and capital "D" to designate affiliation
with the Deaf community):  
Ways of living proposed for Deaf people that ignore their past, that attempt to remove, either directly or
indirectly, their historically created solutions, are not possible lives.... When deaf children are denied
connections with Deaf people,...they lose access to a history of solutions created for them by other people like
themselves. (p. 120)  
When one centers knowledge around the Deaf community, the story is not one of individuals with certain
characteristics, but rather one of communities claiming voice and power against a hostile society.  



At first, asking whose experience defines how a narrative is centered may lead to fragmentation, as a
multiplicity of narratives come forth. However, centering narratives from the margins has the potential to open
up an examination of marginalization itself. For teachers building multicultural curriculum, this is critically
important. The examples above illustrate the construction of oppressed groups in terms of strengths, and also in
terms of connected global diasporas that are divided by political boundaries (such as national boundaries) and
social arrangements (such as who lives where, and with whom). The remaining four themes flow from this first
theme of shifting the center.  
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF THEORY  
The dominant society, having historically excluded marginalized groups from education, has maintained that if
one is well-educated, scientifically trained, and gathers information properly, one can come to valid and
objective conclusions about anybody or anything. Educated people have difficulty, therefore, thinking of other
educated people, and the knowledge produced by trained researchers, as biased.  
At the same time, professionals and researchers from dominant social groups have a long history of producing
"knowledge" about oppressed groups, that oppressed communities view as very biased and damaging. White
professionals theorize about communities of color; professional-class people theorize about children from poor
communities; men theorize about women, people without disabilities theorize about people with disabilities.
(Much special education research can be thought of in this way). IQ research, for example, has been published
in very scholarly places, such as the Harvard Educational Review, asserting objectivity and rigor in its claims
that Blacks are, on the average, intellectually inferior to whites, and that this is based in genetics. Similarly,
many years ago, male scholars asserted that the study of math made women infertile. "Science" and
"objectivity" were used to make knowledge claims that described one group as less capable than another, and
that legitimated policies of exclusion.  
In school, students usually encounter knowledge as a set of fixed facts, which presumably are true and
correspond to something "real" and "out there."  
For example, a social studies teacher says, "On May 29, 1985, Ronald Reagan was president." The truth value
of this statement is highly certain and is determined by the condition that on May 29, 1985, Ronald Reagan was
president. When a social studies teacher says, "The Reagan administration made a complete commitment to
supply-side economics," we are less certain about its truth value, because it is not clear what conditions would
make the statement true. Textbooks are filled with cases like this (Cherryholmes, 1988:53).  
Schools reinforce the assumption that knowledge can be discovered in an objective manner by those who are
trained formally to discover it. As those who benefit most from the status quo theorize about various dimensions
of human life, theories get created that explain "how things are" in a manner that renders the existing social
order as inevitable and legitimate.  
Scholars from marginalized groups challenge and re-think much of what passes for "truth" and "fact" in the
dominant society by establishing how "accepted" ideas are actually the creations of people with particular points
of view. Imagine two different theoreticians. Theorist A creates a narrative by selecting data that seem most
important, and putting them into a coherent theory. When this theory is told and re-told as "truth," the data that
theorist A decided not to use are left out, and eventually disappear from view. Theorist B looks at the same
broad set of data, but from a different perspective. Theorist B may or may not select the same data as Theorist
A did. She may decide to say explicitly why she chose the data she did, and why she put them together
differently from Theorist A. But to the extent Theorist A's work is taken for granted as "truth," Theorist B's work
will be perceived as biased. What biases informed Theory A? This is a very important question that
marginalized groups raise about knowledge. If knowledge produced by Theorist A makes up most of the
canonized curriculum, how was it constructed, around whose vested interests? From the perspectives of
marginalized communities, knowledge should serve the purpose of empowering the community and enabling
people to solve problems of concern to the community. To do that, knowledge must be created with sensitivity



to what the community sees as its problems and concerns, build on the strengths and resources of the
community, and take account of the actual lived experiences of people in the community.  
Take the example of disability. Most of the literature on disability has been generated by people without
disabilities. It generally rests on a medical model of disability, locating disability within the individual and framing
the individual as defective in some way. This theorizing, then draws attention to processes designed to fix
defective people, or, if they are not fixable, contain them (such as in special classrooms or institutions). In
schools, disability becomes institutionalized in the form of special education; the main way students encounter
any curricular discourse about disability is in the form of a character in a story in which the story is partly about
the disability, or in the form of lessons designed to reduce name-calling and stereotyping. These various forms
of institutionalization support the commonly-held idea that disability is a characteristic of individuals.  
Charleton (1998) retheorizes disability, locating the status of people with disabilities within the world political
economy (other disability-studies scholars have located disability within social structures, but generally have not
situated these structures within global power structures). He argues that, since most people with disabilities live
in poverty, disability needs to be connected with class exploitation. The larger political economy limits how
people in various locations and social positions can live. For example, what kind of education or health care
does one have access to, or does one even have access to education or health care at all? The resources one
has access to, and the ways of living that are possible within those resources, interact with the person,
producing disability. Disability, in this view, is not a characteristic of individuals so much as it is a set of
structural relationships that benefit some people and disable others.  
Theories from the margins are based on the lives of oppressed peoples, and arise from communities that
historically have been silenced and framed as "underdeveloped," "culturally deprived or disadvantaged" or
"uneducated." Delgado Bernal (1998), for example, in a discussion of Chicana feminist epistemology, develops
the idea of "cultural intuition," which rests on four sources. 1) Personal experience includes one's own lived
experience, in addition to the group's lived experience as transmitted through stories passed down from
generation to generation. (Years ago, when an African American sociologist was asked by a white historian
about his qualifications for teaching African American history, he replied: "I've been Black all my life, and taking
notes.") 2) Existing literature written by the group provides insight and interpretive frameworks for examining
one's own experience as well as one's research data. 3) Professional experience yields insights into the actual
workings of a school (or other institution), especially as those workings affect the lives of children (or clients)
who are members of one's own group. 4) Analytical research processes that explicitly invite research "subjects"
and other members of the community (Chicana, in Delgado Bernal's case) to help make sense of the data calls
on insiders to validate knowledge claims about their own community. A tenet of transformative theory generated
by oppressed communities is that the theory be constructed and validated by the community itself (see also
Collins, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1995).  
If we regard every socio-cultural group's knowledge to be human created, we can then ask: who created it, for
what purposes, and who benefits by its creation? The knowledge that members of oppressed groups construct
is very likely to question rationales for oppression, and to seek means of making change. Students in schools
need to learn to question and critique knowledge, asking how it was constructed, by whom, for what purpose,
and what biases informed the knowledge construction process. A high school teacher I know designs her
history curriculum specifically around such questions. One of her greatest challenges is that her students have
spent ten years learning not to ask them, and regard textbook knowledge as unbiased truth.  
CRITIQUE AND REDEFINITION OF SOCIAL COLLECTIVES  
Intellectuals from many marginalized groups question categories that are imposed and naturalized in the
dominant discourse -- race, ethnicity, nation, sex and gender, and disability -- in order to construct alternative
identities and social arrangements. The "obvious" and assumed fixed nature of such categories as
conceptualized by the dominant society has worked against oppressed groups, who reexamine how categories



are socially created and reinforced. We might define this as a process of dismantling naturalized categories and
reconstructing politically strategic categories and identities.  
Many naturalized categories are popularly presumed to have a biological basis. Race, for example, was created
to legitimize colonialism and slavery. Euro-Americans created the categories of "white" and "Negro" to
consolidate slavery (Omi &Winant, 1986). To dismantle racism, the presumed biological underpinnings of racial
groups must be dismantled, including the category of whiteness. Gender and sexuality are also popularly
conceived as being rooted primarily in biology and, thus, natural. Patriarchy is supported by reinforcing a clear
distinction between the sexes; people who do not conform to traditional gender identities threaten "ideological
beliefs and cultural values [that] prop up existing relations of power and control within society" (Sears,
1992:145). Disability, the study of which has been dominated by a medical perspective, can also be dismantled.
Social arrangements that benefit socially constructed ideas of "normalcy" are buttressed by arguments that
locate disability within individuals. Disability studies challenge the social context that disables people.  
National borders are also social constructions, that are increasingly being blurred by transnational capital. La
Raza de Aztlan, for example, designates the "race" of Mexican people, which the U.S. border bifurcates. More
and more, diasporas of people who have cultural and ethnic tics, but have been scattered across modern
nation-states (such as Jewish people, people of African descent, or people of Middle Eastern descent) are
being conceptualized around an idea of "peoplehood" that transcends national borders. With the increasing
globalization of the capitalist economy, interrogating systems of oppression that cross national borders is
essential. When nation-states are viewed as autonomous units, "issues of domination and exploitation within a
global system of nation states is...often elided" (Yadav, 1993/94:210). For example, in order to ask why the U.S.
has committed acts of military aggression against several non-white nations in the past three decades, why it
has sent disproportionate numbers of soldiers of color to the front lines, or why Third World workers, especially
women and children, have been conscripted as "cheap labor" to maximize corporate profits, we must link
concerns of oppressed peoples in the U.S. with those outside the U.S.  
Naming and consolidating emancipatory collective identities is the other side of the process of dismantling
social categories. Successful liberation movements happen when a group has pressed collectively for change,
and constituents have forged a sufficiently shared identity to stand together. Identities are emancipatory when
they inscribe power and strength on people and point toward social arrangements that are free of subjugation.
Political categories speak to problems members of a collective face in everyday life and point toward solutions
to those problems. Obstacles to group mobilization include emotional bonds that cut across groups and
acceptance of the dominant ideology of difference (i.e., race, sex, disability) as rooted in biology  
For example, women of European descent, living in the context of family relationships with men, are trained
very often to view a subordinate position as "natural." It is often difficult to get such women to question gender
issues, since identifying with other women can conflict with family loyalties, and revisioning one's life disrupts
existing domestic arrangements. People with disabilities experience isolation from each other, since individuals
living in families with nondisabled members are taught dominant definitions of normalcy and difference and may
lack contact with other disabled people and alternative identities (Checkoway &Norsman, 1986). Developing
collectives requires networking individuals, politicizing their interpretation of their lives, and creating identities in
which people can see themselves. The redefinitions focus on strengths and capabilities of people, and social
arrangements that can be changed.  
Debates over group identity are important in articulating and affirming a sense of self and a connection with an
empowering history and empowering politics. Such debates often, however, become detached from political
endeavors, and work against productive coalition-building. For example, on my own campus most Latino
students divide themselves into three groups: Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and Chicana/os. The African
American students find themselves feeling like they are competing for attention on a stage divided into white-
Latino. White students, unsure how to identify ethnically in this context, either argue that we are all just people,



or put forth European ethnic identities (such as Dutch). Gay/lesbian identities are articulated mainly by white
gay/lesbian students and faculty; feminist identities are articulated mainly by white faculty. The faculty and
administration identify the students mainly as working class, but I hear very few students frame identities in
terms of class. One can analyze the construction of identities and collectivities in terms of huge array of
fragmentation, and often pro-active responses to campus events are quite fragmented. The question becomes:
how can identities be connected around common political concerns? As Stuart Hall puts it: "I think of politics as
the mobilization of social identities for particular purposes, rather in terms of political identities as things in their
own right" (Osborn &Segal, 1999:404).  
People who are unfamiliar with these issues often wonder why so much intellectual effort goes into debating
terms for groups. The reason is that many terms were invented by the dominant society, and acquire baggage
that is consistent with the dominant society's worldview. It matters whether one chooses to adopt a particular
name, and to identify with others who have adopted that name. In the long run, it matters greatly in terms of the
group's ability to press successfully for social changes that benefit the group. But since groups are not discrete,
walled-off entities (for example, I am both a woman and white; Alicia is Mexican, Black, a woman, and from a
working class family), reconstruction of collectives needs to be tied with social and political issues, so that
common grounds for action can be forged.  
In school curricula, young people need to begin to understand the politics of identity formation. It isn't enough to
simply tell young people that this or that group is called "X". Rather, young people should learn to question how
groups come to be called groups in the first place, who defined them that way, who benefits from particular
conceptions of social groups, who is questioning them and why, and why this matters in the first place. This is
an issue young people can readily engage with, since their own peer groups are usually rich in struggles for
identity formation. What youth generally do not have is a very rich conceptualization of how identify formation is
connected with power and historical events in the wider society. This is where teaching is important.  
SUBJUGATION AND LIBERATION  
Knowledge created by the dominant society valorizes the existing social order and the traditions upholding it. It
explains why things are the way that are, in a manner that usually makes the status quo seem inevitable. The
dominant society will not necessarily pass on a history of struggle to members of subordinated groups, because
such historical memory can fuel and strengthen movements for change today. Flores (1997), for example,
points out that young people today were not born yet when the civil rights struggles of the 1960s were occurring,
and do not necessarily know what was being struggled for, how, or why. Arising from real life conditions of
struggle, liberatory knowledge speaks directly to "basic questions of power and oppression in America"
(Omatsu, 1994:26).  
Different groups define subjugation and liberation somewhat differently, but share a desire for liberation that
contrasts markedly with the dominant society's desire to justify existing social arrangements. Labor studies, for
example, envisions a world in which the organization of work does not place large segments of society under
the control of a wealthy elite. If people generally believe that corporate leaders act in the best interest of
everyone, and have little or no sense of the history of labor, they tend to acquiesce to the "needs" of business
and the corporate world. Labor history, however, chronicles activism of the working class -- battles both won
and lost -- to generate a vision of a possible future in which "common" people and poor people exercise more
control over their lives (Bigelow &Diamond, 1988).  
The dominant society has defined Asian Americans as the "model minority," not needing liberation but rather
flourishing within existing social arrangements. Many Asian American intellectuals challenge that definition.
Takaki (1989), for example, has argued, Asian Americans historically were defined as strangers and silenced in
order to legitimate their status as low-wage workers. But Asians have increasingly demanded liberation from
exclusion, racism, imposed identities, and institutionalized marginalization. "To confront the current problems of
racism, Asian Americans know they must remember the past and break its silence" (Takaki, 1989:484).  



Many heterosexual people view gay and lesbian people as not normal, perhaps even immoral. But the editors of
The Gay and Lesbian Studies Reader argue differently:  
Like women's studies, lesbian/gay studies has an oppositional design. It is informed by the social struggle for
the sexual liberation, the personal freedom, dignity, equality, and human rights of lesbians, bisexuals, and gay
men; it is also informed by resistance to homophobia and heterosexism -- by political and cultural opposition to
the ideological and institutional practices of heterosexual privilege, Lesbian/gay studies necessarily straddles
scholarship and politics, but it is more than a means of breaking down divisions between the two. It is also a
field of scholarly inquiry and critical exploration whose intellectual distinction has been repeatedly demonstrated
and whose influence is changing the shape of every branch of learning in the humanities and social sciences.
(Alelove, Barale &Halperin, 1993, p. xvi)  
Liberation is a goal to strive for, rather than a reality that has been achieved.  
Striving for it requires understanding how oppressions work, how a given group has adapted to and coped with
oppression, and what kinds of strategies actually challenge roots of oppression. Within scholarship in the critical
tradition, debates rage about how oppression works, and what are the main structures or constructs that should
be challenged. Most such scholars go beyond prejudice as the main source of oppression; teachers from the
dominant society tend to reduce issues of oppression to prejudice, not seeing more fundamental political
relations as problematic. For example, local migrant laborers experience racism, but are also situated within
global agribusiness. The exploitation of migrant labor cannot be reduced to prejudice against Mexican and other
dark-skinned people, or only to class conflict, or only to U.S.-Mexico colonial relations. Rather, it needs to be
understood as a combination of these factors, situated within global capitalism which eases the ability of
business owners to bid globally for the cheapest labor. Women migrant laborers experience sexism within their
workplaces and families, but are also working in an economy that is increasingly not supportive of Third World
women and children.  
This kind of analysis is plentiful in intellectual work of marginalized communities, and needs to inform the school
curriculum. Specifically, young people need to learn to employ structural analyses of subjugation, and explore
connections among various forms of subjugation, such as race and class. For students who are members of
dominant groups, a structural analysis of oppression offers an alternative to framing oneself as "prejudiced" or
"not prejudiced," a framing that places the onus of oppression on one's sense of being a good person.
Structural analyses of oppression re-define members of the dominant society from good or bad, prejudiced or
not, to people who benefit from the social location in which they were born, and who may choose to act in ways
that change social structures. Young people can embrace investigations into actions we choose to make, much
moreso than discussions about attitudes and inner dispositions.  
OPPRESSED GROUPS ARE DURABLE, STRONG, AND ACTIVE.  
If we live in a free and open society, why do some groups fare better economically, educationally, and politically
than others? The dominant society generally answers this question in terms of presumed characteristics of
groups: strengths and abilities of Euro-American male leaders and thinkers, and deficiencies of "have not"
groups, such as in culture, morals, will, language, or family. These assumed virtues and deficiencies become
the stuff of stereotypes.  
Minority intellectual work, conversely, develops depictions of strength, wisdom, and the ability of a group to get
things done. For example, what role did African Americans play in the abolition of slavery, and what difference
does this make? Conventional wisdom suggest that slaves were passive and powerless and that a few great
people, particularly Lincoln, ended slavery. If this were true (which it was not), it would suggest that the masses
should wait for a few great men, particularly the President, to solve things. However, African American history
highlights the active role of many African Americans, both slave and free, in ending slavery. Bennett (1982)
described this work as the "expressions of the tenacity of spirit of a people who never stopped testing the wall,
sending line after line into the breach, losing many and paying a frightfully high price for the handful who



managed to slip through" (p. 177).  
Minority discourses develop strengths, wisdom, creativity, and durability of groups -- present as well as past.
Allen (1986), for example, pointed out that Indian history, properly understood, shows that Indian people
endure: after 500 years of systematic policies of genocide (by disease, murder, forced sterilization, severe
impoverization), Indian people are still here, and still creating.  
Women, when they have access to athletic opportunities, are now breaking Olympic records that men set years
ago (Linn &Hyde, 1989). Women have the capability to do whatever we want, but the institutional context we
inhabit tries to limit us. Asians are neither quiet nor passive. In their introduction to the anthology Making
Waves, the editors explained that, "we are not afraid to rock the boat. Making waves. This is what Asian
American women have done and will continue to do" (Asian Women United of California, 1989, p. xi).  
It is impossible to depict oppressed groups as strong and active without situating them within oppressive
contexts. (If we are so strong and capable, why are so many of us still poor?) This does not mean that a group's
entire portrayal revolves around oppression. But it does mean that a curriculum that denies oppression ends up
either trivializing the strengths of an oppressed group or highlighting only that segment that has experienced
success. This observation brings us full circle back to the first theme: whose story is one actually telling?  
CONSTRUCTING A MULTICULTURAL CURRICULUM  
Learning to construct a good multicultural curriculum is an on-going process. One is never finished learning to
do this, because in the process of grappling with the questions about what is most worth teaching in a pluralistic
society, one is constantly learning. And, curriculum is something a teacher never does quite "right." Every time I
teach, the students are different, the context is different, and I bring to the enterprise a deeper understanding of
the central issues than I had last time I taught similar concepts. Since a multicultural curriculum delves into
issues that touch the core of our own personal and community-based identities, doing it well brings a personal,
as well as an intellectual response.  
The student with whom I opened this article presented her senior project, several months after emailing me. Her
project turned out to be a critique of the "heroes and holidays" approach to multicultural curriculum design, and
reported on a multicultural unit that she designed and taught in a racially-mixed elementary school, that
centered around ideas of justice. While at this university, she had been steeped in a strong multicultural
curriculum; my prodding of her in the context of learning disciplinary knowledge from multicultural perspectives
helped her shift paradigms related to what it means to know from the standpoints of diverse, historically
excluded groups. Her curriculum did not yet interrogate systems of power at a deep level, but it had moved
away from a "heroes and holidays" approach, and toward one examining public life in a diverse society.  
In the late 1990s, I increasingly heard multiculturalism described as passe -- or simply not discussed at all. The
most recent school reform efforts, for example, involve standardizing the curriculum (again!) in ways that
mention diversity, but incorporate it into dominant ways of thinking. Elsewhere, for example, I use the themes in
this article to critique a state's social studies curriculum framework, which purports to be multicultural (Sleeter,
1999; see also Cornbleth and Waugh, 1995). Many educators and citizens have grown tired of struggling over
issues related to diversity, and prefer to think about more "pressing" concerns, such as increasing students' test
scores. And, many believe that multicultural discourses create dissention, and that unity will come about only by
teaching some form of consensus.  
At the same time, the population of schools and the wider society continues to diversify, and gaps among racial
and social class groups widen. The dominant society's perspectives -- like any group's perspectives -- will not
provide solutions to problems and challenges in a multicultural society. Multicultural curricula for tomorrow's
citizens must work with insights of minority position intellectual work. Young people need access to the
intellectual tools that will enable them to address issues of race, class, and gender, and to connect these within
current global systems of power.  
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